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INTRODUCTION 


OSiographical sketch 


Ippolito Desideri was born in Pistoia, Italy in 1684. The son of a 
noble family, he joined the Jesuit order at the young age of sixteen. 
Twelve years later, in September 1712, he left Italy, having been chosen 
by his order’s General to go to India, with instructions to continue his 
journey to Tibet, as he himself had requested. 

There used to be a Jesuit presence in Tibet, but since the death of 
the last Jesuit in 1642, the void created by the Society’s absence had been 
replaced by the Capuchins, an offshoot of the Franciscan order. Despite 
the fact that many Jesuits in India felt that the missionary effort in Tibet 
should be discontinued as a waste of time and resources, the 14°" General 
Superior of the Jesuit order, the Italian Michelangelo Tamburini (1647- 
1730), who had chosen Desideri for that mission, felt otherwise. Thus 
began a senseless (from the perspective of modern sensibility) twenty-five 
year struggle between the Jesuits and the Capuchins for the control of 
Tibetan missions, until the final judgement of the Congregation of the 
Faith in 1732 ruled in favor of the Capuchins. 

In May 1714, while in Delhi, Desideri met with a Portuguese 
confrere, Fr. Manoel Freyre,' who became his traveling companion and 
appointed superior on instructions of Jose da Silva, the top Jesuit in Goa 
at that time. The two men left Delhi with porters and guides on 
September 24" and artived in Leh in June 1715 (a journey of 780 miles, 
which included a six month stop in Srinagar, located 525 miles from 
Delhi). From Leh, starting in mid-August, they traveled another perilous 
800 miles across the Tibetan plateaus during winter, until they arrived in 
Lhasa almost seven months later, on March 18, 1716. Sadly, the 
relationship between the two men deteriorated in the last leg of the 
journey. Unbeknown to Desideri, Freyre’s mission which had been 
entrusted to him by his superior was not to evangelize the Tibetan 
people, but rather to gather information about the Capuchins and then 
return to Delhi. Accordingly, shortly after their arrival in Lhasa, with no 
Capuchins in sight, on April 16, after putting Desideri in charge of the 


' Michael Sweet, “Desperately Seeking Capuchins: Manoel Freyre’s Report on the 
Tibets and their Routes (Tibetorum ac eorum Relatio Viarum) and the Desideri 
Mission to Tibet,” Journal of the International Association of Tibetan Studies, 2 
(August 2006): 1-33. The English translation of the Relatio is found in pp. 13-33 of 
his article. 


mission, Freyre returned to Delhi. Desideri later wrote that Freyre 
abandoned him.” 


As Sweet wrote: 


Although at the conclusion of his Report Freyre rhetorically defended the 
Jesuits and ridiculed the Capuchins, in his silence on the matter of reinforcing 
the mission and his decidedly negative characterization of Tibet, he 
demonstrated his agreement with the Indian Jesuit consensus that any 
mission to Tibet on their part would be an unprofitable venture. In the light 
of all the evidence, one must question whether the Jesuit hierarchy was ever 
strongly committed to the success of Desideri’s enterprise in the first place.? 


Desideri remained in Lhasa for five years until April 28, 1721, when 
in obedience to Vatican instructions he left for Kuti, a small town located 
40 miles from the border with Nepal, and about 450 miles south-west 
from Lhasa. From Kuti he started his long journey home on September 
14, 1721, following his superiors’ orders. In 1722 he arrived in Agra, 
located about 130 miles from Delhi. He remained in India for a few 
years, where he exercised various pastoral duties until he was summoned 
by his superiors back to Rome; on June 27", 1727 he started his journey 
back and arrived in Rome on January 23rd, 1728. 

Once home Desideri requested to be sent back to Tibet; 
unfortunately, not only his request was denied, but he was even 
forbidden to publish the account (Re/azione) of his travels which he had 
prepared for the press. He died on April 13, 1733 while living at his 
order’s institute in Rome, at the young age of forty-eight. 


OSibliographical S/nformation 


The general public can gather some basic information about Ippolito 
Desideri’s life from a couple of sources on the internet. First and 
foremost, the web site dedicated to him: http://www. ippolito- 
desiderinet/. The information available on it is in four languages: 
Chinese, Japanese, English and Italian. This web site was founded by 
Enzo Gualtiero Bargiacchi, who has greatly contributed to the 


? “He abandoned me as soon as we arrived (ma che appena giunto m’abbandono),” 
Desideri, Historical Notes, bk. 1, chap. 17; and in Petech, Missionari Italiani, 5:215. 
Quoted in Sweet, fn. 34. 

2 Sweet, 12. 


popularization of his fellow Pistoiese Jesuit." The second source is an 
Italian eight-part article entitled “J/ viaggio di Ippolito Desider’? on 
www.filosofiablog.it. 

The most important scholarly source about Desideri’s life and works 
is Giuseppe Tucci’s foremost student, professor Luciano Petech, who 
wrote I Missionari italiani nel Tibet e nel Nepal, Parts V, VI and VII (Roma: 
Libreria dello Stato, 1952-1954). There are also other valuable 
biographical works that summarize Desideri’s activities and writings: 


- Filippo de Filippi, An Account of Tibet: The Travels of Ippolito Desideri 
of Pistoia, S.J. 1712- 1727 (1932). 

- Augusto Luca, Ne/ Tibet ignoto: Lo straordinario viaggio di Ippolito 
Desideri, S.J. (1684-1733) (Bologna, 1987). 

- Trent Pomplun, Jesuit on the Roof of the World: Ippolito Desideri’s 
Mission to Tibet (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010); and 
“Natural Reason and Buddhist Philosophy: The Tibetan Studies 
of Ippolito Desideri, SJ (1684—1733),” History of Religions 50 (May 
2011): 384-419. 


As far as Desideri’s works are concerned, one of the most useful 
resources for our knowledge of the geography, language and religions of 
XVIII century Tibet is his Re/azione (also known as Nofzie storiche del 
Tiber), translated by Michael Sweet with the title Mission to Tibet: The 
Extraordinary Eighteenth-Century Account of Father Ippolito Desideri $. J. 
(Wisdom Publications, 2010). Enzo Bargiacchi wrote a commentary to 
the Re/azione: “La ‘Relazione’ di Ippolito Desideri fra storia locale e vicende 
internazionali,” Quaderni pistoiesi di cultura moderna e contemporanea, (a. 1), n. 2, 
December 2003): 4-103. 

Last but not least, we have the Italian translation from the Tibetan 
and extended commentary of four of Desideri’s works by the Italian 
scholar Fr. Giuseppe Toscano. These translations were published by 
ISMEO (Istituto italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente) from 1981 to 1989. 
In the preface to the first work, Giuseppe Tucci (1894-1984), perhaps the 
foremost Italian scholar of Buddhist studies, acknowledged the 
commitment and dedication of Fr. Toscano, saying: “Many years ago I 


t Enzo Bargiacchi, Ippolito Desideri S.J. alla scoperta del Tibet e del buddhismo 
(Pistoia: Edizioni Brigata del Leoncino, 2006); and A Bridge Across Two Cultures. 
Ippolito Desideri S.J. (1684 — 1733): A Brief Biography (Firenze: Istituto Geografico 
Militare, 2008), translated by Ailsa Wood from an unpublished Italian text. This last 
article contains, among various illustrations, a map showing all the stops in 
Desideri’s journey (p. 18). 


had the pleasure of having as my student Fr. Toscano, who completed 
with great scientific accuracy and touching fervor and zeal the translation 
of Desideri’s Tibetan works, some of which he discovered himself in 
various archives.” 

Fr. Toscano (1911-2003) was an Italian Xaverian missionary who 
held multiple degrees (Ph.D., in Philosophy from a Catholic University in 
Milano; an MD degree in Medicine and Surgery from the University of 
Parma). While living in Asia for several years he developed a passion for 
Tibet and its culture; unfortunately for him, he was never sent by his 
superiors to the “roof of the world,’ though he was able to learn the 
Tibetan language also thanks to the help of a Tibetan lama who taught in 
Rome. While consulting the Roman archives of the Jesuit order he 
recognized some of the works written by Desideri. 

Despite his great competence in Desideri’s thought and the Tibetan 
culture which the Jesuit described, he incurred the censure of Enzo 
Bargiacchi, who wrote rather ungenerously that Toscano’s 1962 work 
Pensiero buddista e pensiero cristiano [Buddhist and Christian Thought] was 


poorly written and of scarce philosophical consistence, and also very distant 
from a spirit of dialogue; in it, Toscano described Buddhism as the ‘most 
formidable and possibly the last enemy of Christianity.’... Toscano’s interest 
in Desideri was neither that of a scholar, nor of one who is open to a 
constructive dialogue, but rather of a person who is bent on fighting an 
opponent; such partisan spirit on his part invalidated great part of his work.° 


SDasideri s Cibetan Yorks 


What did the Jesuit missionary accomplish during his five years in 
Tibet? From a pastoral point of view, not much: there were no 
conversions attributed to him, nor did he officiate baptisms. However, 
from a literary and philosophical point of view his contribution was 
invaluable. In one of his letters to the Pope, dated February 13, 1717, he 


` Il To-Rans (L’Aurora), ISMEO, 1981): 3. 

6 See the Tab “Giuseppe Toscano” in http://www.ippolito-desideri.net. I personally 
find such remarks to be unhelpful and exaggerated, not to mention his preposterous 
claim that Toscano’s bias invalidated his research: “In my opinion, the absence of 
any preconception in the search for truth is what qualifies a serious scholar,” found in 
“Desideri’s Understanding of Emptiness,” 110. I would like to meet such a scholar 
myself, though I am fairly sure that he/she is just a figment of Bargiacchi’s 
imagination. 


mentioned that he began to learn Tibetan while still in Kashmir, so that 
by the time he arrived in Lhasa ten months later he was able to speak the 
language rather fluently. In both his letters to the Pope and his Re/agione 
Desideri described his total commitment after he arrived in Lhasa: “I 
applied myself night and day to the most toilsome study of this 
language.” And also: “From the first to the last day of my living in that 
kingdom I developed this routine that lasted for almost six years, namely 
to study from morning to evening. In order not to be interrupted, I used 
to skip lunch and only have dinner, keeping my energy up by drinking 
tea, which is very nourishing the way the Tibetans prepare it.”* No small 
feat, indeed! 

Following Tibet’s king’s suggestion to further familiarize himself 
with both the language and the best available Buddhist literary sources, 
Desideri went to live in two Buddhist monasteries. From March 25" to 
the end of July of 1717 (a four months period) he devoted himself to 
reading the Kangyur in the Ramoche Temple, three miles west of Lhasa. 
The Kangyur is the Tibetan Buddhist canon of Scriptures consisting of 
943 works contained in 108 volumes, including prajnaparamita sutras 
(about forty texts); '’Buddha’s speeches, mostly in their Mahayana 
versions; monastic rules; and tantric texts. Then, for a period of nine 
months (from early August 1717 to the end of April 1718) Desideri 
moved to the famous Sera monastery," a center of learning and monastic 
university about five miles north-west of Lhasa, in which he studied the 
Tengyur,? consisting of 3, 626 works contained in 224 volumes: these are 
commentaries and treatises about the works found in the Kangyur. 

While it would have been virtually impossible (and un-necessary) for 
him to tead the two entire canons in such short time, Desideri read and 
abundantly quoted the most important works contained in them. We 
know for instance that not only he read, but also later on translated into 
Italian Tsongkhapa’s Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment 


Toscano, 18. 

* Ibid., 19. 

? See http://84000.co/about/inprogress/; and also 
http://www.rigpawiki.org/index.php?title=Kangyur; 

10 The word means “Perfection of Wisdom,” a concept of Mahayana Buddhism 
associated with the doctrine of emptiness. 

'' See the Sera Monastery Project directed by Dr. Jose Cabezon, at 
http://www.thlib.org/places/monasteries/sera/ 

' For a guide to this Tibetan collection, see http://aibs.columbia.edu/ 
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(Lam rim cen mo),? though most unfortunately this translation has been 
lost: in his Tibetan works he quoted abundantly from this famous 
compendium of Buddhist texts. 

Four of Desideri’s works in Tibetan have been translated and 
commented by Fr. Giuseppe Toscano, S.X." in the series Opere tibetane di 
Ippolito Desideri, S.J., published by ISMEO from 1981 to 1989: 

-  Tho-rangs (“The Dawn’), v. I (1981) 

-  Snin-po (“The Essence of Christian Doctrine”), v. I (1982) 

- Byun Kuns (“The Origin of Living Beings and of All Things”), v. 

MI (1984) 
- Nes legs (“The Highest Good and the Final End”), v. IV (1989) 


Following this Introduction, the readers will find my translation of 
Toscano’s Italian translation of Tho-rangs and Byun K’uns. 


(Rationale and S2efense of My Cranstation 


Since I am not an expert in Buddhist studies, nor a scholar 
specialized in Tibetan language and philosophy, and finally, lacking a 
graduate degree in Religious Studies that would have familiarized me with 
academic research in the area of Asian religions and philosophies, people 
may legitimately question my credentials and motivations for translating 
an Italian translation of two works composed three centuries ago in 
Tibetan, dealing extensively with the views of one particular school of 
thought of Mahayana Buddhism, namely Madhyamika.”” 

A reasonable concern, indeed. 

Having said that, I believe that holding a Ph.D. in Historical 
Theology from Saint Louis University; having written seven books; 
Italian being my native language; my previous ten translations of several 
works by Italian thinker Julius Evola;'° my translation from the French of 


* Available in English translation in three volumes as The Great Treatise on the 
Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, trans. Lamrim Chenmo Translation Committee 
(Snow Lion, 2000-2014). 

4 The initials stand for Xaverian Missionary Fathers, or Xaverians, a Catholic 
religious order founded in 1898. See the website in English language: 
http://www.xaverianmissionaries.org/ 

> See a helpful introduction in the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v., 
“Madhyamaka.” 

° For a list of my works see 

http://www. goodreads.com/author/list/1353133.Guido_Stucco. 


a work by XVII century Jansenist theologian Antoine Arnauld;'’ my 
plurennial experience in teaching Major World Religions at college level; 
and my basic acquaintance with Buddhism acquired through a hundred 
books or so concerning Buddhist history and philosophy (mostly 
Theravada), including the English translation and commentary of four of 
the five texts of the Sutta Pitaka (Mayhima, Digha, Samyutta, and Anguttara 
Nikaya), give me a tenuous and yet basic ability to understand and to 
convey to my readers the thrust of Desideri’s thought and views. 

So, what was my motivation for engaging in a long and complex 
project and to introduce to my readers Desideri’s views? Before 
answering this question, I first need to explain what I am zor attempting 
to do. I do not have any competence in Tibetan customs and habits, and 
therefore I do not aim at familiarizing my readers with the esoteric and 
exotic world of Tibetan rituals, customs, and philosophical views.” 
Secondly, I am not interested in popularizing beliefs and customs from 
an ethnological and anthropological point of view detached from 
religious and philosophical concerns: my translation is not meant to be a 
literary version of a National Geographic Channel’s special. Lastly, I am 
not interested in promoting inter-faith dialogue, and thus I am not setting 
forward my translation as an exercise in mutual understanding between 
Buddhism and Christianity. 

Why then engage in a translation of a translation at all? My answer is 
threefold: because I am eager to contribute to the popularization and 
circulation of ideas; because I am deeply interested in theological issues 
(e.g, God’s existence; salvation of non-Christians;'? heaven and hell; 
interaction of divine grace and free will); and finally, because I have 
specific apologetic concerns that made me instantly sympathetic to 
Desideri’s project and yearning to share it with the general public. I will 
now explain in more detail what I mean by all this. 

When I first read Desideri’s works about twelve years ago, I 
wondered if any attempt had been made to translate them into English. 


'7 Antoine Arnauld, The Necessity of Faith in Jesus Christ to Obtain Salvation 
(Xlibris, 2011). 

* To make matters worse, I am personally more interested in Theravada Buddhism 
and naively subscribe to the biased view (which has been repeatedly called into 
question by many scholars) that Mahayana Buddhism and in particular Tibetan 
Buddhism represent somewhat a departure and a questionable development of the 
dharma originally taught by the historical Siddhartha Gautama, known as the 
Buddha. 

1 The title of my doctoral dissertation was The Fate of the Unevangelized according 
to Evangelicals (1966-1996): A Roman Catholic Appraisal (Xlibris, 2006). 


Then, five years ago I contacted Elijah Ary, the Canadian boy believed to 
be a reincarnation of a Tibetan lama in the Gelug tradition who spent 
years from the age of nine to study in the Sera monastery, and who 
eventually left to earn a Ph.D. in religious Studies at Harvard. I asked him 
through social media if he knew about Desideri. He told me that he had 
heard about him and that he thought Donald Lopez, a renowned Tibetan 
studies scholar, was working on the translation of Desidert’s Tho-rangs. As 
a follow up I did a little research of my own, but only came across an 
hour long lecture delivered by Dr. Lopez, entitled “The White Lama 
Ippolito: An Italian Jesuit in Tibet.” Unless I am misinformed, I do not 
know of any forthcoming translation on his part. 

Moreover, I recently came across a web page from Notre Dame 
University’s Theology Department dated Nov 13, 2013, advertising a 
colloquium by Dr. Pomplun, entitled : “God and Emptiness: The Tibetan 
Thomism of Ippolito Desideri, S.J. (1684-1733).” The same web page 
stated that Trent Pomplun was working on the translation of Desideri’s 
works: three years later, any such translation has yet to be published. 

Despite recent evident interest in Desideri’s works, no English 
translations have yet appeared, nor am I aware of any foreseeable date 
when they will be. Therefore, I have decided to fill this research gap 
without waiting for the specialists in Tibetan studies to publish the fruit 
of their labor. Considering that Desideri’s works were first published in 
the 1980s, I was hoping that by now somebody would have jumped on 
the opportunity to make these texts available in English. In conclusion, I 
sincerely wish that my effort be not perceived as an intrusion or 
illegitimate excursion in a specialized field of studies, but rather as a 
contribution to the popularization of Desideri’s views. 

I also stated that I am interested in theological issues. After reading 
Julius Evola’s La dottrina del risveglio (first Italian edition, 1942; new revised 
edition by Vanni Scheiwiller, Milan, 1965)” I became awe-struck with the 
Buddha’s teachings found in the Mayhima Nikaya and abundantly 
described by Evola. Apparently I was not the only one to feel this way: 
partly as a result of reading Evola’s work, two British members of the 
British OSS during WWII eventually became Buddhist monks. The first 
was H. G. Musson, who also translated Evola’s book from Italian into 
English; the second was Osbert Moore, who became a distinguished 


2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=enS 1 EWHxoG0 

*! The first English translation was The Doctrine of Awakening (Luzac, & Co, 1952), 
followed by a reprint by Inner Traditions in 1995 (I translated the Preface by 
Gianfranco De Turris and the Introduction by Jean Varenne). 


scholar of Pali, translating a number of Buddhist texts into English, 
under the name of Nanamoli Bhikkhu.” 

Over the years I came to the conclusion that of all world religions, 
Buddhism represents the most intellectually sophisticated and challenging 
antithesis to Christianity; my subsequent readings from the English 
translations of texts from the Pali canon and books about Buddhism did 
nothing but confirm this intuition. However, rather than pursuing the 
path of dialogue between Buddhism and Christianity (a dialogue that at 
times seems slanted towards an excessive focus on the similarities at the 
expense of the difference), "a path that has been firmly paved by scholarly 
efforts and illustrious publications for decades,” my interest became 
finding and articulating a theological response to Buddhism’s major 
claims, first of all to quell my doubts and answer my own questions, and 
secondly to supply Christians with intelligent answers to issues such as: 
Why do we believe in a personal God, in the soul, in life everlasting, in 
the beginning of all things? What is a proper Christian response to 
Buddhist views such as anatta, the eternity of samsara a parte ante, the 
temporary existence in hells (plural) and heavens (plural); and the 
doctrine of rebirth? Moreover, if we accept the existence of a personal 
God, what was Buddha’s enlightenment all about? And so on and so 
forth. 

Lastly, when I said that I have apologetic concerns, I meant to state 
in no uncertain terms that I would like Christians who are spell-bound by 
Buddhism to draw arguments that supports the foundation of theism 
from their vibrant and well tested theological and philosophical tradition: 
there is indeed much food for thought in Desideri’s works. At this point, 
a few words about Apologetics are in order. 

Apologetics is the art of arguing in defense of one’s beliefs, either by 
criticizing some points in an opponent’s view, or answering their 
objections and criticisms, or both. Paul Griffiths,” in his An Apology for 


? https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nanamoli_Bhikkhu. See my article “The Legacy of 
A European Traditionalist: Julius Evola in Perspective,” The Occidental Quarterly 
22 (Fall 2002): 37. 

23 See for example the saccharine book by the Dalai Lama: The Good Heart: A 
Buddhist Perspective on the Teachings of Jesus (Wisdom Publications, 1998). 

** See for instance http://www.society-buddhist-christian-studies.org/; 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/carlmccolman/2012/12/75-books-for-buddhist- 
christian-dialog/; http://www.emptybell.org/dialogue.html; 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism_and_Christianity. 

°° Paul Griffiths holds a Ph.D. in Buddhist studies from the University of Wisconsin. 
He is an expert in Yogacara Buddhist philosophy, and a convert to the Catholic faith. 
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Apologetics: A Study in the Logic of Interreligious Dialogue (Wipf & Stock Pub, 
2007), presented excellent reasons for arguing the reasonableness of one’s 
convictions with his/her interlocutors rather than merely engaging with 
them in the contemporary “Thou-art-holier-than-I” version of dialogue. 

Before qualifying the type and manner of apologetics that motivated 
me, I wanted to point out three concrete examples of different 
approaches in apologetics. 

First, there is what I would characterize as the “Carthago delenda esf’ 
approach, characterized by negativity, over-criticism and radical rejection 
of an opponent’s views; Gunapala Dharmasiri’s A Buddhist Critique of the 
Christian Conception of God (1974) falls, in my view, in this category. This 
author used polemical, re-hashed arguments from the Western atheist 
tradition (belief in God as wishful thinking and delusion of the mind; 
projection of man’s attributes, etc., etc.) to undermine the foundation of 
theism. In the Catholic Christian tradition as well there are plenty 
examples of such uncompromising attitude: for instance, the name of 
Firmicus Maternus, who wrote during the Patristic age, comes to mind. 

The second is the “personal account” approach, in which a convert 
to a new religion laments the past “errors” of his or her ways, and extolls 
the virtues of the newly found religion in order to defend it from external 
criticisms. I am very appreciative of the late James Arraj’s insights 
articulated in his book Christianity in the Crucible of East-West Dialogue. A 
Critical Look at Catholic Participation (Inner Growth Books, 2001). In 
chapter 1 (“Buddhist-Christian Dialogue”) Arraj took to task the 
superficial, resentful, and I would even say distasteful, public rejection of 
the Catholic faith by several “new Buddhists,’ whether ordained 
monastics or lay followers. In contrast to that, I commend as an irenic 
example of a positive minded personal account approach Paul Williams’ 
The Unexpected Way: On Converting from Buddhism to Christianity (T&T Clark, 
2002). Williams is a respected Buddhist scholar who converted to the 
Catholic faith; he is also the author of the foundational study Mahayana 
Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations (1989). 

The third type of apologetics approach, the one I regard as by far the 
most constructive, is a systematic, comprehensive, scholarly, and critical 
but fair engagement with a tradition other than one’s own. The works of 
Origen and Augustine dealing with paganism come to mind. 


26 http://whyimcatholic.com/index.php/conversion-stories/buddhist-converts/65- 
buddhist-convert-paul-williams. See also the YouTube interview on EWTN’s 
“Journey Home program.” 
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It is as a valuable example of this type of approach that I present to 
the readers my imperfect translation of Toscano’s rendering of Desideri’s 
engaging works Tho rangs and Byun K’uns. Much work remains to be done: 
his two other books published by ISMEO still await an English 
translation (i.e., the Nes Legs, concerning “The Highest Good and the 
Final End;” and the Snin Po, about “The Essence of Christian Doctrine,” 
a manuscript discovered by Fr. Toscano in 1979), not to mention the 
Italian translation and publication of Desideri’s opus magnum against the 
doctrine of rebirth, titled Questions on Rebirth and Emptiness, which consists 
of 464 pages (as a way of comparison, The Dawn was 124 pages, with 14 
lines per page, and The Origin, 168 pages, averaging 60-80 lines per page). 


‘Che ‘Cho rangs 


Tibetan Buddhism consists mostly of four schools: Nyingma, Gelug, 
Sakya, and Kagyt. All four schools commonly subscribe to the 
philosophy called Madhyamika and to the main tenets of Vajrayana, or 
Tantric Buddhism, though they differ as far as scriptures, practices and 
meditation techniques. The Nyingma School is deeply committed to the 
teachings and cult of the famous eight century Buddhist missionary from 
India, Padmasambhava, with which Desideri first became familiar.” 

When Desideri first arrived in Tibet, two books came to his 
attention, both concerning the figure and teachings of this important 
figure: the first text was a biography of Padmasambhava, called Padma 
thang yig written by Urgyen Lingpa, in the XIV century; the other text was 
a series of prophecies (/ung bstan) attributed to the Indian guru. 
Padmasambhava’s consort, the princess Yeshe Tsogyal, also wrote a life 
of him;* this text is available today in English translation with the title 
The Lotus-Born: The Life Story of Padmasambhava (Rangyung Yeshe 
Publications; Third Edition, July 16, 2004), though we do not know if 
Desideri ever read it. 

Desideri claims in his Re/azione that he spent the year 1716 studying 
both texts. What he read in them both repelled and bewildered him. As 
he learned about the Indian guru’ deeds, the Bon religion practices, and 
the local exoteric Buddhist beliefs in demons and the ways to placate 


*7 For an introduction to the life of Padmasambhava see the articled dedicated to him 
on Rigpa Wiki, the online encyclopedia of Tibetan Buddhism. 

?8 For a biography of this powerful lady, see a translation of the ancient text Yeshe 
Tsogyal Namthar by Gyalwa Changchub and Namkhai Nyingpo, Lady of the Lotus- 
Born: The Life and Enlightenment of Yeshe Tsogyal (Shambhala Publications, 1999). 
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them, he came to the conclusion that Tibetan people were demon- 
worshippers and appeasers: hence, his indignation and resolution to 
refute such false beliefs. However, out of love for the Tibetan people he 
was sent to evangelize, and being aware that he was a newcomer in the 
land and that the local government had expressed the desire to hear him 
talk about his Christian religion, he decided that a gentle, literary and 
learned approach was best suited for the task at hand, rather than “fire- 
and-brimstone” preaching. Thus, he set about to write a book in Tibetan, 
which he called Tho rangs, “The Dawn.” Bargiacchi wrote: 


Their [the Capuchins’] hostile attitude towards a culture they were unable to 
understand, their scorn and contempt for books they considered to be works 
of the devil, fit for destruction, stood in contrast with the attitude of Desideri 
who, according to Petech: ‘is a missionary yet also knows how to be a perfect 
gentleman of Court. He sees, observes, weighs up; condemns without raging; 
rejects without scorn. His broad-minded, objective attitude is simply 
admirable.’ 


Desideri tells us how he composed his first work: 


To distract myself from my uninterrupted application to the study of the 
language, I had kept composing every day for some hours two booklets in 
Italian. In the first (Tho rangs) I refute the widespread error that everyone can 
be saved in his law, and I show that there is but one road of salvation, all the 
rest leading to perdition...On September 8, 1716, I started by myself to 
translate into the king’s language the first of my two said booklets and to 
make it still more attractive I did it in Tibetan verse.30 


In the first part of this work (chapters 1-10) he elaborated the 
rejection of what today we would qualify as the “pluralistic” view 
according to which one can attain salvation by following his or her 
religion. In the second part (chapters 11-14) he discussed the features and 
qualities to be found in the true religion. The third part (chapters 15-18) 
is devoted to explain how a person would be able to discern the true path 
among many. 

Tho rangs was written in the form of a dialogue between the “star- 
head father who explains the dharma of pure truth,””' and “the wise and 


? Enzo Bargiacchi, A Bridge across Two Cultures, 40. 

*° Robert E. Goss, “Catholic and Dge Lugs Pa Scholasticism,” in Jose Ignacio 
Cabezon, ed., Scholasticism (SUNY Press, 1998), 74. 

*! Toscano explained that the expression “white head” (mgo dkar) was applied by 
Tibetans to Muslims probably because they used to wear white turbans. To 
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learned man seeking truth.” At the end of the dialogue the learned man 
declares his desire to embrace the teachings of the missionary as the latter 
promises to further clarify a few points of doctrine. 

After polishing his work in November and spending the month of 
December with a Tibetan lama making much needed corrections, 
Desideri finally presented the final version of his work to the king on 
January 6, 1717. Before the entire court and in the presence of various 
dignitaries and monastic leaders, the king began to publicly read the text, 
and subsequently instructed a Rab 'byams pa (the highest of the four geshe 
degrees)” to continue reading for a while, until the king stopped him and 
began sharing his impressions. Around noon the king brought the event 
to an end, saying he would continue reading Desideri’s work privately 
and that he would also submit it to learned lamas for their critique and 
eventual rebuttal. 

This work in Tibetan earned Desideri the respect of the local 
intellectual elites. In his letters Desideri records how his home became a 
busy place often packed with visitors from nearby monasteries, as various 
monks came by to discuss, ask for clarifications and to pose further 
questions. 


Theological Shsues in the Tho rangs 


differentiate Christians from them, Desideri changed the “d” into an “s” (i.e., mgo 
skar), meaning “star head.” The expression “father” refers to the title used to refer to 
a Catholic priest. 

* We read in Wikipedia’s “Geshe” entry: “In the Gelug school, the degree may not 
be earned by laymen (though some monk recipients later give up their robes), or until 
recently by women (including nuns). The first geshe-ma degree was conferred to a 
German nun, Kelsang Wangmo, in 2011.The Gelug curriculum, which lasts between 
12 and 40 years, centers around textual memorization and ritualized debate, and is 
invariably taught through the medium of the Tibetan language. Each year an 
examination is held for those who have completed their studies. In it their 
performance is evaluated by the abbot of the particular college. The topics for their 
dialectical examination are drawn from the whole course of study and the topic to be 
debated is selected by the abbot on the spot, so that students have no chance to do 
specific preparation. Thus, it is a real test of a student's abilities and the depth of his 
study. At the conclusion the abbot assigns each candidate to a category of geshe 
according to his ability. There are four such categories, Dorampa, Lingtse, Tsorampa 
and Lharampa, Lharampa being the highest. After this, in order to qualify, the geshe 
candidates are not allowed to miss even one of the three daily debate sessions during 
the subsequent eight months.” 
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In the process of reading and translating Desideri’s first Tibetan 
work, “The Dawn,” I came across five theological issues that I find worth 
mentioning. They are: divine grace; demons; conflicting truth claims; the 
origin and value of non-Christian religions; and the salvation of non- 
Christians. 


Divine grace 


Trent Pomplun gave a detailed account of the theologies of grace 
that formed the background of Desideri’s view found in his works,” so I 
will not attempt to re-invent the wheel here, but limit myself to make a 
couple of considerations. 

As any well-trained Jesuit, Desideri would have been aware of the 
debates about grace that unfolded within Catholicism in the previous two 
centuries: I am referring in particular to the de auxiliis controversy that 
threatened to split the Church in the late XVI century,” and to the 
Jansenist revolt against the ascending Jesuit influence in Theology and 
politics during the XVII century. Congruism and Molinism were the main 
theological choices in the intellectual arsenal of the Jesuits, concerning 
the interplay of divine grace and human free will, but in the foreign field 
of missions such sophisticated theories played a little role in the Jesuit’s 
approach to Tibetan philosophy, if any. We do not find any trace of 
either theory in Desideri’s works I have translated; what we find instead 
was a basic, catechetical view of divine grace, common to all theological 
schools of thought. 

In Tho rangs Desideri briefly mentions the role that grace plays in 
drawing, inspiring and assisting those who believe in the Supreme Being; 
without it, man is unable to comprehend, draw near or construct a path 
leading to heaven, or a “True Religion.” Tibetans would not have been 
automatically opposed to such view had they agreed to accept the 
existence of God; what they would have strenuously rejected is the idea 


that grace is irresistible and that man’s free will is severely curtailed after 
the Fall.” 


3 Trent Pomplun, “Divine Grace and the Play of Opposites,” Buddhist-Christian 
Studies 26 (2006): 159-172; and Jesuit on the Roof of the World: Ippolito Desideri's 
Mission to Tibet (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010): 96-102 

* See Guido Stucco, Chapter Six, in The Catholic Doctrine of Predestination from 
Luther to Jansenius Xlibris, 2014): 155-218. 

3 Buddha’s dharma stands in stark opposition to any doctrine that fails to promote 
full human agency and personal accountability for one’s action. 
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Demons 


Toscano remarked that Desideri was bewildered by the attention and 
excessive cate that Tibetan people paid to evil spirits: “Tibetan people 
lived, and still do to this day, being terrified of these spirits. The Bon 
religion claimed to be able to cast out these evil presences by dominating 
them, appeasing them or propitiating them through magical rituals and 
offerings of both food and sacrificial victims...As a result the local 
shamans enjoyed a great popularity.” When Padmasambhava brought 
Buddhism to Tibet his followers replaced the shamans in leading 
exorcisms, blessings, and funerals. Supernatural powers (siddhi were 
thought to be obtainable from demons rather than from bodhisattvas, 
with the result that the people engaged in what Desideri considered to be 
flat-out demonolatry. This explains why Desideri devoted so much time 
and effort to argue that evil spirits have concocted a religion that leads 
people to hell, and that they deceive people and fiercely deny the 
existence of the Supreme Being. 

Being repelled by the vernacular tantric version of Buddhism; 
appalled at the figure of Padmasambhava and his un-orthodox ways; and 
yearning to point out to Tibetans the true path of salvation, Desideri 
wrote the Tho rangs as his first work in Christian apologetics. 

Modern readers may be turned off by the Jesuit’s constant mention 
of demons and attempts to instill fear of an eternal hell in his audience, 
but as Toscano properly explained, the “scared straight” approach may 
have been the “only way” for Tibetans to heed injunctions to walk the 
straight and narrow road. We should remember that St. Ignatius of 
Loyola himself, the founder of the Society of Jesus to which Desideri 
belonged, included in his Spiritual Exercises two exercises on hell, the first 
one consisting of five considerations. As the second prelude to the first 
consideration, Loyola wrote: “Ask of God a lively fear of the pains of 
hell, so that if ever you are so unhappy as to lose the grace of the love of 
God, at least the fear of punishment may deter you from sin.” 

Even Tsongkhapa used fear of hell to encourage fellow Buddhists to 
follow the dharma: Toscano quoted several passages from the Lamrim 
Chen mo to this effect.” 

Some secular Buddhists like Stephen Batchelor may scoff at the idea 
that demons and hungry ghosts are real living beings.” Others may 


2 Toscano, 21, 22. 
7 Ibid., 81. 
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dismiss the idea that Buddhism does not believe in real demons, anyway: 
Gail Hinich Sutherland, in her article “Demons and the Demonic in 
Buddhism” claims that “we might say that in Buddhist understanding, 
there really are no such things as ‘demons.”” 

Nonetheless, as we put the issue in historical perspective, we must 
accept that demonology played a major part in tantric Buddhism, and 
therefore it is no surprise that Desideri approached the issue from a 
Christian perspective with a rejoinder of his own. Accordingly, 
Pomplun’s claim: “That Desideri devoted so much time alerting Tibetans 
to the presence of demons shows his relative ignorance of Tibetan 
religion when he wrote it, or at the very least a certain rigidity in his 
missionary method” possibly misses the point that the Jesuit missionary 
intended to articulate a Christian demonology to replace the local one, 
rather than to merely scare his interlocutors into intellectual submission. 


Conflicting truth claims 


In Desideri’s Tho rangs the readers will come across several instances 
in which he called to task the pluralistic mentality that seeks to consider 
all paths as leading to the “mountain-top,” no matter how discordant the 
voices ate. This currently prevalent and common-sense perspective is 
indeed found throughout the ages in many religions. I will provide here 
only one example of such perspective. 

The Roman consul Symmachus, in one of his celebrated orations 
(a.d. 369) in defense of retaining the altar of victory which the Christians 
wanted removed from the Senate, famously said: “It is just and fair that 
what everybody worships should be considered to be the same one 
reality. We all look up at the same stars; the same sky is over us all; the 
same world encompasses us. Why should it matter by what practical 
system each one of us seeks the Truth? It is not possible to grasp such a 
great mystery by following only one path. But this discussion is for 
another day, as today we offer prayers, not conflict” (Aeequum est quidquid 


38 Stephen Batchelor, Confession of A Buddhist Atheist (New York: Spiegel and 
Grau, 2011); and After Buddhism: Rethinking the Dharma for a Secular Age (Yale 
University Press, 2015). 

* See in Oxford Bibliographies her entry under “Buddhism.” See also her The 
Disguises of the Demon: The Development of the Yaksa in Hinduism and Buddhism 
(Suny Series in Hindu Studies, July, 1991). 

4 Trent Pomplun, “Natural reason and Buddhist Philosophy,” 391. See also his 
article “The Devil’s Stratagem or Human Fraud: Ippolito Desideri on the Reincarnate 
Succession of the Dalai Lama,” Buddhist-Christian Studies 29 (2009): 131-40. 
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omnes colunt, unum putari. Eadem spectamus astra, commune coelum est, idem nos 
mundus involvit. Quid interest qua quisque prudentia verum requirat? Uno itere non 
potest perveniri ad tam grande secretum: sed haec otiosorum disputatio est, nunc preces 
non certamina offerimus). 

Such pluralistic approach has never found a home in Christianity.“ 
More specifically, Prudentius (348-413?), a poet, lawyer and court official, 
is one of the many Christians who rejected Symmachus’ irenic approach 
by writing a firm rebuttal in his Contra orationem Symmachi (402-403). 
Finnish historian Matjastina Kahlos, who wrote several books 
documenting the encounter/clash of Christian and pagan cultures, 
claimed that according to Christian theologians, 


the plurality of religions is characterized as negative indecision and ambiguity. 
Walking along many paths is in fact full of dubious uncertainties and 
confused ramblings. Prudentius contraposes the many uncertain routes and 
the one determined way to the truth. The simplex via is free from error and 
affords no opportunity for either turning aside onto by-roads or hesitating at 
crossroads.‘ 


So, what are we to make of the vexing issue of contradictory truth 
claims? Traditionally, one logical approach to it has been to filter them 
through the principle of non-contradiction, first stated by Aristotle, 
which is to be regarded as foundational to human (not just Western) 
logic. In Aristotle’s own words: 


Let us next state what this principle is. ‘It is impossible for the same attribute 
at once to belong and not to belong to the same thing and in the same 
relation; and we must add any further qualifications that may be necessary to 
meet logical objections. This is the most certain of all principles, since it 
possesses the required definition; for it is impossible for anyone to suppose 
that the same thing is and is not - as some imagine that Heraclitus says—for 
what a man says does not necessarily represent what he believes. And if it is 
impossible for contrary attributes to belong at the same time to the same 


4l Of course it can be objected that in the past century several theologians have 
endeavored to introduce pluralism into the Christian ecumene. For a critique of one 
of such attempts in light of contradictory truth statements, see Keith Johnson, “John 
Hick’s Pluralistic Hypothesis and the Problem of Conflicting Truth-Claims,” (1997) 
on www.leaderu.com. 

# Maijastina Kahlos, Forbearance and Compulsion: The Rhetoric of Religious 
Tolerance and Intolerance in Late Antiquity (Bristol Classical Press, 2009), 103. See 
also her other work The Faces of the Other: Religious Rivalry and Ethnic Encounters 
in the Later Roman World (Brepols Publishers, 2012). 
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subject (the usual qualifications must be added to this premise also), and an 
opinion which contradicts another is contrary to it, then clearly it is 
impossible for the same man to suppose at the same time that the same thing 
is and is not; for the man who made this error would entertain two contrary 
opinions at the same time. Hence all men who are demonstrating anything 
refer back to this as an ultimate belief; for it is by nature the starting-point of 
all the other axioms as well.# 


Let us use a couple of examples to further illustrate what Aristotle is 
saying. First, let us take the following claim: “Jesus of Nazareth after dying on 
the cross, after rising again in bodily form made his presence manifest to his disciples by 
walking around, talking and visiting with them in several occasions,” and call it 
“P.” Also, let us call the next statement “O:” “Jesus of Nazareth after dying on 
the cross remained dead. Any recorded sight or appearance of him is not based on real 
events, but is to be explained in other ways (e.g. disciples’ hallucinations; made up 
stories that were added to the NT later on; symbolic events, etc. ete)”. 

According to Aristotle’s principle of non-contradiction, no matter 
how one looks at it, the truth is either p or g, or neither of the two, but 
never both: p and q cannot logically be true in the same way, at the 
same time. 

A second and last example should suffice. When the Dorje Shugden 
controversy“ arose within the Tibetan community, some people insisted 
that Dorje Shugden is a benevolent deity to be respected and sought after 
for refuge (let us call this the “P statemenf’); others claimed he was a 
demonic entity not worthy of devotion (let us call this the “O statement’). 
So, which one these two claims is true? P or Q? Regardless how 
individual Tibetans feel about the issue, in and of himself, Dorje Shugden 
cannot possibly be a god and a demon at the same time and in the same 
way we define those terms. 

Even if we were to say that the epistemological issue of determining 
which of the two statements in both examples is true is indeed very hard 
to resolve, and that it would take an inordinate amount of time and effort 
to gather the evidence and to reach a logically informed conclusion; or 
even if we were retain an agnostic stance and conclude that no matter 
how much effort we were to put into looking into these issues, we will 
never be able to reach a logically sound, irrefutable conclusion — the fact 
remains that that both sets of P and Q cannot be simultaneously true. 


* Aristotle, Metaphysics 4, 1005b, trans. by Hugh Tredennick (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1989). 
i https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dorje_Shugden_controversy. 
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In conclusion, not only the principle of non-contradiction is 
unshakeable: the very opposition to it is self-refuting. On a personal note 
I wish to add that there will be a snowball fight in hell before I concede 
on this issue! 

Harold Netland, a former missionary and evangelical scholar, wrote: 


Suppose that someone asserts that in religious matters one should not be 
limited by the principle of non-contradiction but must advance beyond it. Let 
us use P to stand for the statement of this position. Clearly, the one asserting 
P does so with the presumption that what is expressed by P is true, that the 
state of affairs to which P refers actually obtains. (If this is not the case, then, 
of course, there is little point in considering P, after all!) And in advancing P 
as true he or she implicitly rejects what is incompatible with P as false. For to 
deny this is to imply that what is being claimed by P is both that in religion 
one should not be limited by the principle of non-contradiction and that in 
religion one should be limited by the principle of non-contradiction. But 
clearly this latter position is absurd. Now, if in asserting P one is implicitly 
rejecting what is incompatible with P as false, then one is actually appealing 
to the principle of non-contradiction in the assertion of P. That is, the 
principle is actually being presupposed in the very statement of the rejection 
of the principle!* 


The salvific value of non-Christian religions” 


When Desideri began his journey that led him through Asia all the 
way to Tibet, he left behind a continent in which Christianity was 
profoundly divided between the Catholic and Protestant camps. From 
the Reformation to 1648, when the Peace of Westphalia was ratified, 
several wats were waged, resulting in the deaths of millions.“ Though 
military hostilities ended, theological squabbles did not. It was typical of 


4 Harold Netland, “Exclusivism, Tolerance and Truth,” Missiology 15 (1987): 87. 
See also his Dissonant Voices (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992); and Encountering 
Religious Pluralism (Downers Grove, IVP, 2001). For a theological critique of the 
idea that all religions are basically saying the same thing though in different ways, 
see Keith Yandell, “On the Alleged Unity of All Religions,” Christian Scholars 
Review 6 (1976) 140-55. Recently Steve Prothero criticized this neo-Hindu view in 
his God Is Not One: The Eight Rival Religions That Run the World (Harper One, 
2011). Most valuable is also R.C. Zaehner, Concordant Discord: The 
Interdependence of Faiths (Oxford University Press, 1970). 

46 As a valuable reference, see the encyclopedic work by Karl Joseph Becker and 
Ilaria Morali, eds., Catholic Engagement with World Religions: A Comprehensive 
Study (Orbis, 2013). 

4 See “Death toll” section in the Wikipedia article “European wars of Religion.” 
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that time and for the longest time afterwards, to confidently claim that 
people belonging to an ecclesial tradition other than one’s own were hell- 
bound because they either a) rejected the “true Church” (the Catholic 
view); ot b) upheld human doctrines that contradicted the teachings of 
the Bible (the Protestant view). This rigid soteriological exclusivism was 
also invoked in relation to religions other than Christianity. According to 
a traditional Christian view, Jews and Muslims were destined to spend 
eternity in hell because of their rejection of Christ as Messiah and Son of 
God incarnated. Such attitude should hardly surprise us since virtually 
every religion at some point believed more or less the same thing about 
members of other religions.” 

When Catholic missionaries traveled to other parts of the world 
between the XIII and XVIII centuries and came in contact with 
Hinduism, Confucianism, Buddhism, and various local shamanic 
traditions, they regularly concluded that such religions were spawned by 
Satan, who was regarded as God’s “monkey” in that he mimicked God’s 
actions. If God was going to have his own religion (i.e. Christianity), the 
devil was going to come up with some of his own: hence the occasional 
similarities between Christian beliefs and practices and the ones 
promoted by other religions. When Desideri first encountered tantric 
Buddhism, he embraced this approach as well. But it was not as if there 
were no other theological options, considering that in the course of the 
centuries several theories were developed in regard to the salvific value of 
other religions, such as: 

a) Religions as the work of the devil, containing a mixture of human 
error and demonic influences. The theological paternity of this 
view belongs to some of the early Christian apologists who 
critically engaged paganism. 

b) Religions as exercising a propaedeutic function in relation to the 
gospel (praeparatio evangelica): e.g., Eusebius (IV century). 

c) Religions containing seeds of truth (semina verbi): e.g., Justin 
Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, Origen. 

d) Religions as containing legitimate spiritual and human aspirations 
that find their fulfilment in Christ, their true culmen et fons. 

e) Religions as extraordinary means of salvation. 

f) Religions as ordinary means of salvation: e.g., K. Rahner and 
other pluralist theologians I am reluctant to call “Catholic.” 


48 See for instance the excellent article by K.N. Jayatilleke, “The Buddhist Attitude to 
Other Religions,” The Wheel Publication No. 216 (1991): 2-17. 
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g) Religions as human constructs that do not have any intrinsic 
salvific value: people will be saved not because of or through them, 


but despite of them. 
The salvation of non-Christians 


Desideri repeatedly implied and even stated that since the true 
religion of the Supreme Being is the only path of salvation, those who did 
not follow it would end up in an eternal hell. He was not the first, nor the 
last theologian to say so. The issue of the salvation of the un-evangelized 
and non-Christians has been debated for the longest time in Church 
history. 

Since it has become apparent that despite the most strenuous 
missionary efforts the Christian faith is and has always been practiced by 
a minority of the world population, Catholic theology in the last century 
has increasingly wrestled with questions such as: How does the grace of 
God act and work in those who are outside the Church? What is the fate 
of non-Christians? Does it still make sense to speak of the necessity of 
explicit faith in Christ when billions of people live and die without ever 
hearing the Gospel? 

It is impossible to present here a comprehensive theological and 
historical overview of the Catholic understanding of the possibility of 
salvation outside the Church through the centuries.” In lieu of that, I will 
introduce the readers to developments about this issue in Catholic 
theology by briefly introducing two magisterial (1.e., official) expositions 
of Catholic doctrine: the Vatican II document “Declaration on the 
Relation of the Church to non-Christian Religions,” (Nostra aetate) (1965) 
and Paul VPs On Evangelization in the Modern World (Evangelii nuntiandi) 
(1975), as well as a particular explanation of this doctrine (i.e., Karl 
Rahner’s “Anonymous Christian”). I regard these three as the best 
representatives of the contemporary Catholic view concerning the fate of 
the un-evangelized, and would venture to say that in some way they 
amplify Desideri’s own view. 

I have chosen Nostra aetate because it represents an unprecedented 
official Catholic acknowledgement of the existence and spiritual potential 
of major world religions; Pope Paul VI's Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii 


# See Francis Sullivan, Salvation Outside the Church?: Tracing the History of the 
Catholic Response (Wipf & Stock Pub: Reprint edition, 2002); and Bernard Sesboue, 
Hors de l'Eglise, pas de salut: histoire d’une formule et problemes d ‘interpretation 
(Desclée de Brouwer, 2004). 


22 


nuntiandi concerning evangelization in the modern world, because it 
constitutes a clear and contemporary magisterial summary of the Catholic 
views on evangelization, salvation and the fate of non-Christians; and, 
finally, Karl Rahner’s notion of “Anonymous Christian,” because he has 
articulated one of the most influential and comprehensive Catholic 
understandings of grace and of the possibility of salvation for non- 
Christians. 


Nostra aetate 


During World War Two, Monsignor Angelo Roncalli, the future 
Pope John XXIII, served as the apostolic delegate in Istanbul. At that 
time he was deeply troubled by the anti-Semitic persecution he witnessed, 
and personally contributed to saving thousands of Jews from a sure death 
in concentration camps. Once elected pope he supported the removal of 
phrases offensive to Judaism by revising the Good Friday prayer for the 
Jews. The reference to the perfidia judaica responsible for Jesus’ death was 
eventually removed from the lectionary by the Sacred Congregation of 
Rites on July 5th, 1959. At the urging of French historian Jules Isaac, 
who paid the Pope a visit in 1960, and after an October 1961 meeting 
with American Jews, John XXIII decided that it was time for the Church 
to prepare a conciliar decree on the Jewish people animated by a new 
friendly attitude toward them. He entrusted Cardinal A. Bea with this 
delicate task. This was the beginning of the declaration on the relation of 
the Church to non-Christian religions entitled Nostra aetate (1965). The 
text of this declaration was developed in three different forms before its 
final approved version. The first draft was originally intended to 
constitute the fourth chapter of the Decree on Ecumenism, it was 
provisionally titled De catholicorum habitudine ad non-christianos et maxime ad 
iudeos [The attitude of Catholics toward non-Christians and especially 
toward the Jews]. This version was presented at the 69th and 72nd 
General Congregations of Vatican II which took place on November 
18th and 21st, 1963, respectively. The text mentioned the speciali ratione 
with which the Church of Christ related to the Jews, and it acknowledged 
grato animo, or “gratefully,” (an expression later replaced with a weaker 
libenter, or “gladly,” and then dropped altogether from the text) the origin 
of the Church from the people of Israel, the patriarchs and the prophets 
in particular. We also read in this draft that the Council forcefully 
condemns anti-Semitic persecutions (materno animo deplorat et damnat) and 
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that the Jews ought to be exculpated of the charge of deicide.” The draft 
was rejected from the start by Eastern European bishops, who 
questioned the connection of this text with the topic of Ecumenism. 
These bishops criticized the insignificant treatment accorded to other 
religions and also feared that the text could be misunderstood by Arab 
countries as a recognition of the state of Israel and of the cause of 
Zionism. 

One year later, at the Third Conciliar Session, on September 25th, 
1964, in the course of the 88th General Congregation, Cardinal Bea 
presented to the conciliar fathers a second draft entitled De iudeis et de non 
christianis, which was now meant to be an appendix to and no longer a 
chapter of the Decree on Ecumenism. The third version was distributed 
to the conciliar fathers on November 18th, 1964 and approved two days 
later at the 127th General Congregation, as an appendix to Lumen gentium 
(at the time still called De Ecclesia), with the title De ecclesiae habitudine ad 
religiones non christianas. Finally, one year later, at the fourth conciliar 
session, on October 15th 1965, the Declaration became a document in its 
own right, bearing the title Nostra aetate. On October 28th, the last vote 
sanctioned its overwhelmingly positive reception from the conciliar 
fathers. Perhaps one of the best images employed to describe the nature 
of Nostra aetate was given by Cardinal Bea, the President of the Secretariat 
for Christian Unity, on the morning of November 20th, 1964, at the 
127th General Congregation. In presenting the amended text to the 
conciliar fathers, he compared it to the mustard seed mentioned in the 
Gospel. Originally conceived as a short declaration concerning the proper 
attitude which Christians ought to display toward the Jewish people, with 
the passing of time and following several conciliar debates the document 
became like a “tree” where the main non-Christian religions would find a 
place. The major influence on Nostra aetate was exercised by another 
Vatican II document, namely by the Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church, Lumen gentium (November 21, 1964). Paragraphs two and eight of 
the first chapter of Lumen gentium constitute the theological foundation of 
Nostra aetate’s understanding of the presence of grace in world religions. 
On September 17, 1964 the Council approved chapter two (“The people 
of God”) of Lumen gentium. This chapter eventually constituted the 
blueprint of Nostra aetates approach to the role of grace in world 
religions. Paragraph sixteen of Lumen gentium deals with the relationship 


50 Tn the final version of the text, the words “materno animo,” “damnat,” and 
“deicidium” were dropped. See George Tavard, “The Council’s Declaration on Non- 
Christians,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies 3 (1966): 165. 
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between Christians and the Church. It distinguishes four categories of 
un-evangelized: 1) the Jews “a people most dear for the sake of the 
fathers;” 2) Muslims, who “with us adore the one, merciful God, 
mankind's judge on the last day;” 3) people of good will belonging to 
world religions who have not been exposed to the Gospel of Christ; 4) 
non-believers. Nostra aetate adopted these categories and further 
developed them. 

Paragraph two of Lumen gentium introduces three points that are 
echoed in the Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions: 

1) God after the Fall has not abandoned human beings to themselves, but 
rather “at all times he held out to them the means of salvation.”™ This 
statement is echoed in Nostra aetate, where we read that God is a “hidden 
power which lies behind the course of nature and the events of human 
life... His providence, evident goodness and saving designs extend to all 
men.”” 

2) God's plan of salvation is not brought into existence by man's solitary 
efforts, but rather has been “bestowed in consideration of Christ the 
Redeemer.” This statement is echoed in the Declaration's claim that 
men find the fullness of their religious life in Christ, in whom God 
reconciled all things to himself. Nostra aetate also asserts that the cross of 
Christ is the “sign of God's universal love and the source of all grace.” 
3) The Church is the locus of eschatological fulfillment for all those 
outside of her visible boundaries: “All the just from the time of Adam, 
from Abel the just one, to the rest of the elect, will be gathered together 
with the Father in the universal Church.””” Compare this statement with 
the following statements found in Nostra aetate: “Tt is true that the Church 
is the new people of God”; and “the elect will be gathered in the holy 
cite?” 


7i Flannery, ed., Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents 
(Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Co., 1988), 350. See also the following 
statement found in the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei verbum, 
November18, 1965): “After the fall God buoyed [our first parents] up with the hope 
of salvation by promising redemption (Gen 3:15); and he has never ceased to take 
care of the human race. For he wishes to give eternal life to all those who seek 
salvation by patience in well-doing (Rom 2: 6-7).” Flannery, 751. 

` Ibid., 738. 

53 Ibid., 350. 

** Ibid., 742. 

5 Ibid., 351. 

*° Ibid., 741, 738. 
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What emerges from the text is a re-confirmation of magisterial 
teachings such as the rejection of any kind of exclusivism, whether racial, 
political or soteriological, as well as an inclusivist and Christocentric 
perspective according to which in Christ alone the fullness of truth and 
grace are to be found. In paragraph eight of Lumen gentium we read: 
“Many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside its [Le., 
the Church of Christ] visible confines. Since these are gifts belonging to 
the Church of Christ, they are forces impelling toward Catholic unity.””’ 
Other religions, in which the semina verbi can be found, are here conceived 
as a preparatio evangelica” 

In the second half of this century, the axiom “No salvation outside 
the Church” (extra ecclesiam nulla salus) has been subjected to new 
interpretations by Catholic theologians such as H. Kung, K. Rahner and 
Y. Congar. Such revisions were occasioned when in the late 1940s, Fr. 
Leonard Feeney, an American Jesuit, insisted on a restrictive 
interpretation of the Fourth Lateran Council's (1215) teaching of extra 
ecclesiam nulla salus, taking it to imply the eternal damnation of all those 
who are outside the “visible” Church. On August 8th, 1949, the Holy 
Office wrote a letter, entitled Suprema haec sacra, to Boston's Archbishop 
Cushing. The letter rebuffed Feeney's views and restated the magisterial 
teaching according to which implicit desire and invincible ignorance in 
those people who by the good disposition of their soul conform to the 
will of God, ate indeed sufficient for salvation.” The soteriological 


5 Ibid., 357. 

’8 There are two conflicting interpretations of the text: a maximalist and a minimalist 
one. On the one hand, there are some who believe that Nostra aetate is ground- 
breaking, not only because it publicly acknowledges the existence of truth and noble 
principles in other religions, but because it fosters dialogue with non-Christians. On 
the other hand, there are some who complain that the text says too little: Nostra 
aetate mentions approvingly only those values which have been traditionally 
promoted by the Church in the course of her history, but what about those values 
which are radically different if not opposed to hers? See Paul Knitter, No Other 
Name? (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1985), 158. Others think that the text shows 
continuity with previous magisterial teachings and that therefore it was superfluous 
since it failed to add any new insights: see Leo Elders, “The Theological Meaning of 
Non-Christian Religions,” Doctor communis 12 (1989): 31-41. According to an 
Italian Waldensian theologian, this document is long overdue in denouncing religious 
discrimination and persecutions: V. Subilia, La nuova cattolicita' del Cattolicesimo 
(Torino: Claudiana, 1967), 131. 

OW, Kelly, ed., The Church Teaches (Rockford, Il: Tan Books, 1973), 118-21. For a 
discussion of the case see M. Glazier and T. Shelley, eds., The Encyclopedia of 
American Catholic History (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1997), 501-04. 
For a sympathetic review of Feeney's position, written at the time of the controversy, 
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implication of both this letter and of the Vatican Declaration, is that 
people outside the visible boundaries of Christianity may be saved in 
virtue of one transcendent and salvific act offered by God to humankind 
in Jesus Christ. Nostra aetate stated that “The Church does not reject any 
true and holy things which are present in world teligions.”” However, 
although the Declaration on non-Christian religions and other conciliar 
documents affirm the operative presence of grace outside the Church, 
they never explicitly say that world religions are salvific realities through 
which people can be saved. As a matter of fact, Nostra aetate was rather 
vague concerning the channels which grace employs to reach non- 
Christians.” 


On Evangelization in the Modern World 


Pope Paul VI wrote an apostolic exhortation addressed to the 
Catholic episcopate, clergy and laity; this document was written on the 
tenth anniversary of the closing of the Second Vatican Council and one 
year after the third general assembly of the Synod of Bishops, which was 


see Catherine G. Clarke, The Loyolas and the Cabots: The Story of the Boston 
Heresy Case (Boston: Ravengate Press, 1950). 

© Flannery, 739. In his 1990 encyclical Redemptoris missio, John Paul II wrote: 
“God does not fail to make himself present in many ways, not only to individuals, 
but also to entire peoples through their spiritual riches, of which their religions are 
the main and essential expressions, even when they contain ‘gaps, insufficiencies and 
error”’(# 55.1). Although the Pope expanded the notion of spiritual riches from mere 
things or elements contained in religions to religions as such, he went on to say: “The 
fact that the followers of other religions can receive God's grace and be saved by 
Christ apart from the ordinary means which he has established does not thereby 
cancel the call to faith and Baptism which God wills for all people... The Church is 
the ordinary means of salvation and she alone possesses the fullness of the means of 
salvation” (# 55.3). 

6l Pietro Rossano, “What the Second Vatican Council Has Taught Regarding Non- 
Christians,” Christ to the World 12 (1967): 432. The Decree on the Church's 
Missionary Activity (Ad gentes) says that God brings people to faith “in ways known 
to himself” (sibi notis). Flannery, 821. See also an interesting exchange of views on 
the pages of a missionary periodical between a Lutheran Finnish theologian and Paul 
Knitter, on whether the Council assumed the world religions to be salvific: Miikka 
Ruokanen, “Catholic Teaching on Non-Christian Religions at the Second Vatican 
Council,” International Bulletin of Missionary Review 14 (1990): 56-61; and Paul 
Knitter, “Interpreting Silence: A Reply to Miikka Ruokanen,” International Bulletin 
of Missionary Review 14 (1990): 62-63. For a post-conciliar understanding of the 
Vatican document, see E. Fisher, “Interpreting Nostra aetate Through Post-Conciliar 
Teaching,” International Bulletin of Missionary Review 9 (1985): 158-65. 
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devoted to the topic of evangelization. This exhortation, known in Latin 
as Evangelii nuntiandi (1975), represents a pastoral rather than a systematic 
exposition of the Catholic understanding of evangelization, salvation and 
non-Christian religions. Evangelicals dealing with these issues should 
become familiar with this papal document, also on account of its many 
similarities with the Lausanne Covenant (1974), a conservative evangelical 
document that affirmed the urgency of evangelizing the unreached 
people of the world, without forsaking social concerns in the process. 
According to ERCDOM,” a report of a seven years dialogue between 
Catholics and Evangelicals, these two texts “supplied some evidence of a 
growing convergence in our understanding of mission.” For the 
purposes of this section, I wish to emphasize three points found in the 
papal document. The first is that evangelization is a “complex process” 
consisting of various factors: renewal of humanity, witness of life, 
kerygmatic proclamation of Jesus’ message, participation in the Church’s 
life and sacraments, commitment to a path of sanctification. All of these 
elements should be held in balance since they are not mutually exclusive 
and considering that, when taken together, they contribute to give a “full 
understanding of the Church's evangelizing activity.” 

The Catholic understanding of evangelization is that of a process 
consisting of many elements. This view differs somewhat from the 
evangelicals’ identification of evangelization with kerygmatic 
proclamation. Pope Paul VI says that what matters is not only to preach 
the Gospel everywhere, to as many people and as quickly as possible, but 
also to engage in: “Affecting, and as it were upsetting, through the power 
of the Gospel, mankind's criteria of judgment, determining values, points 
of interests, lines of thought, sources of inspiration and models of life, 
which are in contrast with the Word of God and the plan of salvation.” 


°° See Paul Miller, Evangelical Mission in Co-operation with Catholics: A Study of 
Evangelical Missiological Tensions (Wipf & Stock Pub, 2013). See also 
“Evangelical and Roman Catholic Dialogue on Mission, 1977-1994: A Report,” on 
www.vatican.va. 

° In regard to sacraments, we read: “Evangelization thus exercises its full capacity 
when it achieves the most intimate relationship, or better still, a permanent and 
unbroken intercommunication, between the Word and the sacraments...The role of 
evangelization is precisely to educate people in the faith in such a way as to lead each 
individual Christian to live the sacraments as true sacraments of faith - and not to 
receive them passively or reluctantly.” Paul VI, On Evangelization in the Modern 
World (Boston: Pauline Books and Media, 1975), 28. 

* Paul VI, 12. 
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The picture of the Church that emerges in the Pope’s description is 
that of a Christian community that actively participates in society’s life, 
acting as a leaven within it, rather than at its periphery, or, worse, 
remaining indifferent to and aloof from the network of dialogues woven 
between different groups. Thus, the Catholic Church disagrees with 
evangelicals when the latter reduce evangelization to explicit 
proclamation: “This proclamation-kerygma, preaching or catechesis - 
occupies such an important place in evangelization that it has often 
become synonymous with it: and yet it is only one aspect of 
evangelization.”” This, however, should not mislead evangelicals into 
thinking that Catholics, as the stereotype goes, “do not preach the 
Word,” for the Pope also says unequivocally: “There is no true 
evangelization if the name, the teaching, the life, the promises, the 
kingdom and the mystery of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God, are not 
proclaimed.” Just as evangelization is more than  kerygmatic 
proclamation, the preaching of the Gospel involves much more than 
verbal communication: “The first means of evangelization is the witness 
of an authentically Christian life, given over to God in a communion that 
nothing should destroy and at the same time given to one's neighbor with 
limitless zeal.””’ That is not to say that evangelization merely consists in 
being nice to people: “Preaching, the verbal proclamation of a message, is 
indeed always indispensable...it is the word that is heard which leads to 
belief.” 


65 Tbid.,14. Eighteen years later, in 1993, the American Bishops’ national plan and 
strategy for Catholic evangelization in the United States, entitled Go Make Disciples 
(Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, 1993) added: “The word 
evangelization sometimes raises uncomfortable images for Catholics - especially in 
the culture of the United States, where evangelism has sometimes meant only an 
individual response to enthusiastic preaching or a style of mass religion or contrived 
ways to recruit new members or, at its worst, a way to play on people's needs,” 4. 
However, the document went on to say: “We evangelize because people must be 
brought to the salvation Jesus the Lord offers in and through the Church. While we 
acknowledge that the grace of God is mysteriously present in all lives, people all too 
often resist this grace. They refuse change and repentance. We evangelize so that the 
salvation of Christ Jesus, which transforms our human lives even now, will bring as 
many as possible to the promised life of unending happiness in heaven,” Idem. 

66 Tbid.,14. For a good review of Vatican II's clear understanding of the need and duty 
to share the Gospel, see “The Duty of Proclaiming Christ to Non-Christians 
According to the Council,” Christ to the World 12 (1967): 471-78. The anonymous 
authors of this editorial list twenty-nine explicit texts and sixteen implicit texts found 
in Vatican II documents, advocating kerygmatic proclamation. 

€ Tbid.,23. 

& Tbid.,24. 
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The second point that emerges in the Apostolic Exhortation, is the 
need, indeed the duty and responsibility of the Church, to present the 
Gospel message (i.e., the package that includes preaching) because “‘t is a 
question of people’s salvation.” The community of Christian believers 
can and must contribute to the spreading of the Good News. After 
quoting the words of the Synod of Bishops: “We wish to confirm once 
more that the task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential 
mission of the Church,” the Pope emphasized the connection between 
the Church, evangelization and Christ. 

The third point in the papal document I would like to mention, is the 
theological nature of salvation. Against a “liberationist” view of salvation 
that emphasizes the horizontal, social dimension of the Kingdom, often 
at the expense of its transcendent or vertical one, Paul VI indirectly 
rebuffed the understanding of liberation theologians and of the Third 
General Assembly of the WCC (Bangkok, 1973) concerning the nature of 
salvation: “The Church reaffirms the primacy of her spiritual vocation 
and refuses to replace the proclamation of the kingdom by the 
proclamation of forms of human liberation; she even states that her 
contribution to liberation is incomplete if she neglects to proclaim 
salvation in Jesus Christ.” ” The Pope also said: 


Evangelization will always contain -as the foundation, center, and at the same 
time, summit of its dynamism - a clear proclamation that, in Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God made man, who died and rose from the dead, salvation is offered 
to all men, as a gift of God's grace and mercy. And not an immanent 
salvation, meeting material or even spiritual needs, restricted to the 
framework of temporal existence and completely identified with temporal 
desires, hopes, affairs and struggles, but a salvation which exceeds all these 
limits in order to reach fulfillment in a communion with the one and only 
divine Absolute: a transcendent and eschatological salvation, which indeed 
has its beginning in this life but which is fulfilled in eternity.”! 


In regard to non-Christian religions, the Pope reiterates what various 
Vatican II documents previously said on the subject. However, the 
respect and the esteem due to major world religions should not prevent 


© Ibid., 5. 

” Tbid., 20. 

71 Thid., 16. On this regard, we read in ERCDOM: “We all agree that the essential 
meaning of Christ's salvation is the restoration of the broken relationship between 
humanity and a saving God; it cannot therefore be seen as a temporal or material 
project, making evangelism unnecessary,” 11. 
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the Church from proclaiming Jesus to their adherents. According to Paul 
VI's reading of Nostra aetate, other religions do not succeed in establishing 
an authentic and living relationship with God, though they remain 
oriented to him, whether consciously or unconsciously, in their religious 
quest. Only the “religion of Jesus” succeeds in “objectively” placing 
humankind in touch with God's plan of salvation. More specifically, in 
regard to the possibility of the un-evangelized to attain salvation, the 
Pope upheld traditional Catholic doctrine: “God can accomplish 
salvation in whomsoever He wishes, by ways He alone knows...Man can 
gain salvation also in other ways [than explicit faith in Christ], by God's 
mercy, even though we do not preach the Gospel to them.” 


Karl Rabner’s “Anonymous Christian” 


Karl Rahner (1904-1984), one of the most influential theologians in 
the last century, wrote at length about the fate of non-Christians in an 
attempt to encourage missionary effort in an unbelieving world. 
However, he also wanted to help missionaries approach other people as 
potential Christians rather than as enemies of the Christian faith. 
Consequently, Rahner strenuously rejected a theology of mission that 
considers lost all those who have not been reached by the Gospel, and 
proceeded to articulate an ingenious view on how salvation is possible for 
the un-evangelized. The term which Rahner used to refer to the un- 
evangelized who will be in heaven, is “Anonymous Christians.” This term 
was coined in the last century by Belgian Archbishop Pierre Lambert 
Goossens (1827-1906) and developed in a radically innovative way by 
Rahner himself from 1960 on. Rahner developed this notion in order to 
reconcile theologically God's universal salvific will with the faith in Christ 
which is necessary to inherit salvation. He also intended to reinterpret the 
axiom extra ecclesiam nulla salus in the light of conciliar and magisterial 
teachings in a way that was both credible and meaningful to men and 
women living in our times. 

Who, then, is an “Anonymous Christian?” In Rahner’s words: 


No matter what a man states in his conceptual, theoretical and religious 
reflection, anyone who does not say in his heart “there is no God” (like the 
‘fool’ in the Psalm) but testifies to Him by radical acceptance of his being, is a 
believer. But if in this way he believes in deed and in truth in the holy mystery 
of God, if he does not suppress this truth but leaves it free play, then the 


72 Ibid., 58. 
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grace of this truth by which he allows himself to be led, is already the grace of 
the Father in his Son. And anyone who has let himself be taken hold of by 
this grace can be called with every right an ‘anonymous Christian.’ 


Thus, some un-evangelized people, including members of other 
religions who have only a fragmentary and distorted understanding of the 
Gospel, can be saved by embracing God's grace. Rahner arrives at this 
controversial conclusion by arguing that in order to give an assent in faith 
to the truth of the Gospel, a person needs the light of grace. Both 
Catholics and evangelicals would agree with him on this last point, and 
reject the Pelagian claim that human beings are capable of rising from the 
depths of sin and of achieving faith without the help and the grace of 
God. Having established the human need for grace, the question to 
which Rahner turns next is: Does God's antecedent grace reach 
individuals at intermittent times (for instance whenever the Gospel is 
preached or in quiet times of reflection and self-examination), from 
without (so to speak), in order to help them overcome at a psychological 
level the intellectual and emotional barriers erected by their sinful 
natures? Because of his firm belief in the immanence (and not just in the 
transcendence) and omnipresence of God, Rahner rejects this solution 
and argues instead that God's antecedent grace has always been present 
within humanity as an “existential modality,” even though it is not fully 
actualized by anybody. Thus, according to Rahner, an individual who 
lives in “quiet sincerity of patience, in devotion to his material duties and 
the demands made upon him by persons under his care,” is 
unconsciously saying “Yes” to grace and to the movement of the entire 
cosmos towatd God. Again, when someone experiences a desire for the 
absolute, or is pervaded by a strong hope and a radical optimism, or feels 
within the heart that unquenchable restlessness so aptly summarized in 
Augustine's words “ad te nos fecisti et inquietum cor nostrum est donec in te 
requiescat’ (“You made us for Thee, and our heart is restless until it rests 
in You”), then and only then such a person is caught up into an 
existential, cosmic, irresistible e/an toward God, who is, as Rahner put it, 
our “Absolute Horizon.” 

Thus, according to Rahner, “Whenever a man trustingly accepts his 
existence in its incomprehensibility and ultimate unmanageability as 
incomprehensibly meaningful, without claiming to determine this 


® Karl Rahner, “Anonymous Christian,” in Theological Investigations, vol. 6, trans. 
by K. Smith, (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1966), 395. 
™ Ibid., 396. 
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ultimate meaning himself or to have it under his control,”” he ought to 
be regarded as an anonymous convert to the Christian faith. This 
understanding of conversion will probably confuse many of Rahner’s 
readers. Isn’t conversion only and always a matter of conscious, 
intellectual choice? Not so, according to Rahner: “Conversion is a 
fundamental decision which nevertheless is not wholly accessible to 
analytical reflection. It cannot therefore be fixed with certainty by such 
reflection at a quite definite moment in the course of life.””° 

What Rahner is saying is that although many people can point to a 
date and a time when they experienced conversion, nevertheless the 
thoughts, insights or choices which may have led to such moment are not 
always easily identifiable. In order to avoid misunderstanding Rahner, we 
should keep in mind the following nuances. First, this complex Catholic 
theologian never implied that the efficient or formal cause of justification 
and of salvation consists in the performance of good works 
independently from faith,” or that we are saved by virtue of our “good 
will,” by a “fides virtualis”? On the contrary, he maintained that only when 
faith is accepted, even in a verbally unthematized way, and expressed in 
life, it may suffice for salvation.” Secondly, Rahner emphasized that not 
everyone is unconditionally an “anonymous believer,” since this term 
applies only to those who accept the orientation of their existence to 
God. Consequently, all those who live in opposition to God's grace are 
not anonymous Christians and cannot even be called “anonymous 
theists.”” Thirdly, Rahner denied that the expression “Anonymous 
Christian” was an arrogant term, devised to monopolize truth, goodness 
and beauty: “What is said about the ‘anonymous Christian’ would 
therefore be completely misunderstood if it were thought that it 
represents merely a last desperate attempt to ‘rescue’ in its ultimate 


5A, Darlap, ed., Sacramentum mundi (New York: Herder and Herder, 1966), s.v. 
“Conversion,” 6. 

7° Idem. 

” «We are taking for granted here the theological doctrine that genuine faith in 
revelation is necessary for salvation...A purely natural, metaphysical knowledge of 
God can never replace faith...Genuine faith in revelation is necessary for salvation.” 
(Karl Rahner, “Anonymous and Explicit Faith,” in Theological Investigations, vol. 
16, trans. by D. Morland, (New York: Seabury Press, 1979), 53. 

78 Karl Rahner, “Atheism and Implicit Christianity,” in Theological Investigations, 
vol. 9, trans. by G. Harrison (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), 146. 

” Rahner rejected views such as that developed by theologians like Anita Roper, 
according to whom “Every human being is a Christian, and he is one not always 
expressly but very often anonymously.” Anita Roper, The Anonymous Christian, 
trans. J. Donceel (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1966), 126. 
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significance all that is good and human for the Church, against every 
freedom of the Spirit.””” 

The concept of “Anonymous Christian” received mixed reviews.” 
Pluralist theologians such as J. Hick, P. Knitter, W.C. Smith and H. Kung 
rejected it because they found it to be parochial, restrictive, and out of 
touch with contemporary historical culture. Christocentric theologians 
such as Urs Von Balthasar and Joseph Ratzinger faulted “Anonymous 
Christian” with an under-developed theology of the Cross and of sin. 
According to H. Van Straelen, a Catholic missionary who taught Modern 
and Comparative Religion in Japan for several decades, “If Rahner had 
experienced with all his senses the nox infidelitatis of which great and 
saintly missionaries of past and present have spoken, a different, a clearer 
and a theologically more sound vision would have come to him.” 

In summary, Karl Rahner’s “Anonymous Christian” is a theologically 
bold attempt to describe in accurate detail the salvific reality in which 
non-Christians exist and operate. There is no question from a traditional 
Roman Catholic perspective about the eschatological salvation of many 
people outside the visible boundaries of Christianity: but one thing is the 
reality itself, and quite another are the explanations proposed by 
theologians, such as Rahner, of how that salvation is possible. Some 
scholars have variously identified the foundations of “Anonymous 
Christian” with Rahner’s transcendental anthropology; Hegelian 
Christology; a Scotist theology of the Incarnation; a faulty theology of 
nature and grace; idealist philosophy of identity and its identification of 
being and consciousness. However, regardless of the merits of Rahnet’s 
explanation of how non-Christians can be saved, it can still be safely 
concluded that he exemplifies the Catholic soteriological optimism about 
the fate of many non-Christians. 


8 Karl Rahner, “The One Christ and the Universality of Salvation,” in Theological 
Investigations, vol. 16, trans. D. Morland (New York: Seabury Press, 1979), 218. 

ot According to E. Hillman, The Wider Ecumenism (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1968), 43: “It is a contemporary reformulation in appropriately meaningful terms of 
what Christians have always believed and variously expressed, or sometimes not 
expressed.” The opposite conclusion was reached by P. Hacker: “This theory is 
irreconcilable with a great number of statements in scripture and in Tradition, unless 
they are re-interpreted in a sense which the hagiographers and Doctors certainly did 
not intend." Paul Hacker, “The Christian Attitude toward Non-Christian Religions,” 
Zeitschrift fur Mission und Religion 55 (1971): 85. 

82 H, Van Straelen, The Catholic Encounter With World Religions (Westminster, 
MD: Newman Press, 1966), 105. 
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Similarities between the three Catholic views 


After reviewing Paul VI's and the Second Vatican Council's 
teachings on salvation and evangelization and Rahner's theological 
explanation, we are better able to understand their soteriological 
optimism in regard to the un-evangelized. First of all, what is evident in 
the theology of these three views is a belief in the omnipresence, and 
indeed in the triumph of grace. Following the Nouvelle theologies 
understanding of grace, championed in the middle half of the twentieth 
century by theologians such as H. De Lubac (see his celebrated work, 
Surnaturel, 1949), Catholic theology has increasingly abandoned a dualistic 
understanding of nature and grace (now pejoratively characterized as 
“extrinsicism”) and concluded that there was never a “pure” nature, 
existing “underneath” the order of grace. The whole created order is now 
seen as pervaded by grace, drenched by it, so to speak. In Rahner’s 
words: “Our nature was never pure nature. It is nature installed within a 
supernatural order which man can never leave.”® Thus, even the un- 
evangelized can partake of God's grace and inherit eternal salvation as 
long as certain conditions are satisfied. Secondly, both Rahner and Paul 
VI reaffirm the traditional Catholic belief in the salvific potential of 
general revelation. The God of redemption is the same God of creation. 
His existence can be known by the power of reason through nature 
which is “the work of his hands,” and through human conscience, as St. 
Paul reminds us (Rom 1 and 2). The un-evangelized can be saved if they 
obey to the best of their ability to the dictates of their consciences with 
the indispensable aid of divine grace. We may recall again the words of 
Lumen gentium: “Not shall divine providence deny the assistance necessary 
for salvation to those who, without any fault of theirs, have not yet 
arrived at an explicit knowledge of God, and who, not without grace, 
strive to lead a good life.” The Vatican document is not saying anything 


9 Quoted in J. Carpenter, Nature and Grace (New York: Crossroad, 1988), 50. We 
may note here the conflict of theological and philosophical opinions in the last 
century between the classical Thomism advocated by Fr. R. Garrigou-Lagrange, E. 
Gilson and J. Maritain (involving a retrieval of Thomas' thought without the 
mediation of Suarez and of neo-scholasticism) on the one hand, and the so-called 
Transcendental Thomism advocated by J. Marechal, K. Rahner and B. Lonergan 
(involving an attempted reconciliation between Kant and Thomas Aquinas), on the 
other hand. 

%4 Flannery, 368. Archbishop J. Francis Stafford has observed that the verbs used in 
Lumen gentium 16 are unsatisfactory, as they seem to imply that human beings are 
responsible for bringing about their salvation. Thus, he claimed: “Concerning the 
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new, but simply builds upon the medieval notion of facienti quod est in se 
Deus non denegat gratiam (“To that one doing what is in himself, God does 
not deny grace”), applying it to the un-evangelized. Thirdly, even though 
the three representative views of Catholic thought I have employed do 
not directly mention it by name, they assume the validity of what in 
Catholic theology is called “natural law.” By this term Catholic theology 
refers to the standard to discern what is morally right and wrong, a 
standard found within every human being. In order to be aware of the 
difference between right and wrong, one needs not necessarily refer to 
Scripture or to ecclesiastical teachings, since Paul says in reference to the 
Gentiles, “what the law requires is written in their hearts.” (Rom 2:15) In 
conclusion, according to the three aforementioned Catholic views, the 
outcome of un-evangelized people's lives depends on whether they have 
lived in accordance to the dictates of natural law or not. One particular 
understanding of natural law developed by Catholic moral theologians is 
the so-called “fundamental option.” This view is endorsed by the 
Catholic magisterium, though with some major reservations. The 
expression “fundamental option,” first articulated by the Belgian 
theologian Louis Janssen, refers to a person's overall choice of a basic 
orientation of life. It is “fundamental” because it is at the basis of a 
person's daily choices; it is an “option” because it is a freely chosen 
direction, and thus susceptible of being overturned or abandoned. Thus, 
according to the Church's teachings, it is possible for a non-Christian to 
be saved if his or her “fundamental option” is oriented to God at the 
time of death, but not if that person dies in a state of grave personal sin. 
To conclude, I would like to point out that the Roman Catholic 
Church, in her magisterial documents and in the writings of her most 
important theologians, has rigorously upheld the difference between 
universalism (the belief that God can and indeed will ultimately spare 
eternal damnation even to the worst sinners) and the universal salvific will of 
God (God desires everybody to be saved, not just a selected few), 
rejecting the former and upholding the latter. Some evangelicals have 
mistakenly assumed that the Catholic Church heavily leans on 
universalism. This suspicion arises out of the fact that in the course of 


salvation of non-believers, Gaudium et spes 22 represents an advance over the 
discussion in Lumen gentium, because of the use in the latter text of a significantly 
passive verb, namely consocientur (being made partners): ‘We must hold that the 
Holy Spirit offers to all the possibility of being made partners, in a way known to 
God, in the paschal mystery.’” J. Francis Stafford, “The Inscrutable Riches of Christ: 
The Catholic Church's Mission of Salvation,” in A Church for All Peoples, ed. J. 
Laverdiere (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1993), 43. 
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her history, the Catholic Church has gone at great length to anathematize 
any teaching threatening the integrity of the doctrine of the universal 
salvific will of God, such as the belief in double predestination (God has 
foreordained from all eternity those who will be saved and those who will 
be damned) and the theory of particular redemption or limited atonement 
(Christ died only for the elect). Despite such condemnations, the Catholic 
Church has not been as forceful and straightforward about the heretical 
natute of universalism. However, I claim that this is a mistaken 
understanding of Catholicism that can be upheld only by an impatient 
reader of theological matters. And yet, we are constantly reminded that in 
the history of Christian thought certain theological elements exist only in 
a state of polar tension, and this tension cannot and should not be 
resolved in favor of either pole. I am thinking here of the divine and 
human natures of Christ; of the divine and human authorship of 
Scriptures; of God’ absolute sovereignty and human free will; of God’s 
love for all people (not limited to the elect) and his damnation of the 
reprobate. The path of Christian theology is littered with theories 
developed by various thinkers who focused on one pole to the exclusion 
of the other: they are called “heresies.” 


‘Che S8yun XK uns 


Desideri began writing this work on November 28, 1717 and finished 
it on June 21, 1718. During this time he lived at the Sera monastery, 
availing himself of the well-stocked libraries, witnessing the animated 
debates among monks, and interacting with learned lama.” Another guest 
of the Tibetan monastery at that time was the Capuchin Francesco della 
Penna (1680-1745), who began composing a Tibetan-Italian dictionary, 
which by 1732 numbered about thirty-three thousand entries.” 


85 See Georges Dreyfus, The Sound of Two-Hand Clapping: The Education of A 
Tibetan Monk (University of California Press, 2003. 

8° A Wikipedia entry dedicated to him says: “Della Penna was well liked in Tibet; he 
was called the ‘white head Lama’ and was respected for his learning and knowledge 
of Tibetan culture and language. However, he ran into problems he did not foresee 
when the seventh Dalai Lama, Kelsang Gyatso, granted him and his fellow 
missionaries freedom of worship and proselytism. After twenty Tibetan men and 
women were converted to Christianity, they refused to accept the Dalai Lama's 
blessing and to take part in the obligatory lamaistic prayers. After a long trial on the 
22d of May 1742, five Christian Tibetans were flogged. Della Penna was given an 
audience with the Dalai Lama but the mission’s fate was sealed. He set off for Nepal 
in 1745, but died at Patan on July 20, 1745.” For the interaction between Capuchins 
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In his Re/azione Desideri says that as he began to study the intricate 
and deep doctrine of sunyata (in Tibetan, stong pa nyd) several monks 
professed their inability to grasp the full implications of it.” Desideri 
attempted to penetrate its inner logic, but then, as he himself wrote: 


I entrusted myself to God, who is the Father of light, and for whose only 
glory I became involved in this intellectual enterprise. Then, I put forth my 
best effort in reading over and over those books, but still to no avail, as they 
were so hard to understand. However, I did not lose heart. As I kept reading 
them and renewed my trust in God, I strove with all my might until I began 
to catch a glimpse of ‘light.’ This light began to guide me in understanding 
those most difficult questions, even to the point of mastering them and of 
being able to explain them to others almost as if I was lama myself.88 


Desideri apparently was not making an empty claim. Several scholars 
gladly conceded that he attained a “perfect understanding of the Buddhist 
concept of emptiness.””” 

In composing this work, the leaned Jesuit quoted passages from 
several Buddhist commentaries and works that are included in the 
Tengyur. Toscano listed thirty of them.” When translating the quotes from 
Italian into English I first tried to consult pre-existing translations: for 
instance, I relied on Jay Garfield’s translation of Nagarjuna’s 
Mulamadbyamakakarika, and on online translations of Nagarjuna’s minor 
works. Unfortunately, I was not able to find an existing English 
translation of most of the quotes in Desideri’s work, and therefore I 
limited myself to translate Toscano’s version of them. 


and Tibetans see Isrun Engelhardt, “Between Tolerance and Dogmatism: Tibetan 
Reactions to the Capuchin Missionaries in Lhasa, 1707-1745,” on www. info- 
buddhism.com. 

7 Enzo Bargiacchi remarked how Donald Lopez disagreed with Desideri’s 
assessment and how he set forth a plausible alternative explanation: “Lopez rightly 
judges it to be hardly credible that the reason for this was inability; instead, it was a 
combination of hostility towards the foreigner’s protector, the king who had 
dethroned their Dalai Lama, and the exhortations of the scriptures themselves against 
imparting teachings about the concept of emptiness to those who were not ready to 
receive them,” “Desideri’s Understanding of Emptiness,” Buddhist Christian Studies 
29 (2009): 103. 

33 Toscano, v. II, 20. 

9 Bargiacchi, “Desideri’s Understanding of Emptiness,” 102, where he also quoted 
Tucci’s favorable opinion on the matter. 

°° Toscano, v. III, 18-23. Pomplun listed all of the works of the Tibetan canon quoted 
by Desideri in his Tibetan works in the Appendix of his article “Natural Reason and 
Buddhist Philosophy,” 415-19. 
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The main texts I encountered in my translation are: 

- Nagarjuna, The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way, trans. by Jay 
Garfield (Oxford University Press, 1995). 

- Hymn to the Inconceivable, trans. by C. Lindtner (online 
PDF). 

- Hymn to the World Transcendent , trans. by Geshe Thupten 
Jinpa, 2007 (online PDF). 

- The Dispeller of Disputes, trans. by Jan Westerhoff (Oxford 
University Press, 2010). 

- Hymns (Catustava), trans. by Fernando Tola and Carmen 
Dragonetti, Journal of Indian Philosophy 13 (1985): 1-54. 

- Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning, trans. by Geshe Thupten Jinpa 
(online PDF). 

- Aryadeva, Four Hundred Stanzas on the Middle Way, trans. by Ruth 
Sonam (Snow Lion Publications, 2008). 

- Candrakirti, Introduction to the Middle Way, trans. by Padmakara 
Translation Group (Shambhala, 2012). 


The Byun K’uns is divided into two parts. The First Part is an 
argument for the existence of God, based on Thomas Aquinas’ five ways. 
It consists of three theses: 

1) The existence of a First Cause which is the origin of all things. 

2) The eternity of the First Cause, which is the origin of all things. 

3) The main characteristic of the First Cause is to be independent, 

or uncaused. 

The Second Part addresses Tibetan Buddhists’ core belief in sunyata 
(emptiness), by which they deny the concept of God, or of an 
Independent Being. After examining the concept and introducing five 
main reasons why they reject the existence of such Being, Desideri 
marshals six arguments of his own, as a way of rebuttal: 


1) Interdependence does not withstand criticism. 

2) Denial of the Independent does not stand logic 

3) There is no reason to deny the Absolute, even though it cannot 
be directly examined by logic. 

4) In the Absolute the one and the many no longer exist. 

5) The denial of the four types of arising cannot be sustained. 

6) Summary of the previous arguments. 


As Tucci put it, “On the roof of the world something occurred that 
has never been repeated: the meeting between St. Thomas and Tson ka 
pa, who both wrote a Summa of the theological bases of their respective 
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faiths.””' I think that even more impressive than the meeting of two 
systematic thinkers, is the encounter facilitated by Desideri in his work 
between the philosophy of Being (developed by Aristotle and 
Christianized by Thomas Aquinas) and the philosophy of Becoming 
(developed by early Greek philosophers and Hindu sages, and perfected 
by Nagarjuna): the result is an engaging, challenging and thought- 
provoking exchange of ideas and views that will probably not succeed in 
persuading any of those who are already intellectually committed to either 
tradition to switch their allegiance. Nonetheless, as I stated earlier, the 
material discussed in these two works by Desideri will definitely afford 
intellectually gifted Christians a solid ground on which to withstand 
Buddhist objections to theism that are becoming increasingly fashionable 
as time goes by. 

Talking about objections to God’s existence. I am saddened to 
acknowledge the almost complete contemporary lack of interest in 
Catholic theology to articulate a vigorous response” to the ongoing 
secularization that firmly denies, flat-out rejects, or simply ignores what 
used to be called “proofs” for God’s existence, and which today should 
probably be labeled more modestly “arguments” for the existence of 
God. The best scholarship these days on these topic issues from the 
evangelical camp; scholars like William Lane Craig and Gary Habermas, 
whose vigorous and scholarly apologetical ministries” are earning the 
respect of friends and foes alike, are engaging anti and non-theists in 
vigorous debates and scholarly works. 

Back to the Byun K’uns. 

One of the main ideas that Desideri discussed in his work is the 
notion of sunyata, which became prominent in Mahayana Buddhism, 
especially in the Madhyamika philosophy, and in the Gelugpa School 
founded by Tsongkhapa in Tibet in the XIV century. As Candrakirti put 
it in Commentary to the Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way, 


A characteristic of emptiness is to eliminate mental concepts and especially 
that of the substantial existence of all things. In fact, once the idea of 
substantial existence has been destroyed...false mental concepts and 


Toscano, I, 7. 

?2 As Catholic theologian and Buddhist Studies scholar Paul Griffiths put it: “My 
book is almost of a genre now almost entirely démodé’ in the academic world.” An 
Apology for Apologetics (Wipf and Stock, 1991). 

°° Dr. William Lane Craig is Professor of Philosophy at Talbot School of Theology 
and leads the “Reasonable Faith” ministry; Dr. Gary Habermas teaches Theology and 
Apologetics at Liberty University’s Graduate School. 
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consequently also contaminated actions are removed, pain is canceled out 
and rebirth ceases. Only ‘emptiness’ has the sublime characteristic of letting 
fall false conceptions and suppressing pain, and it is therefore called: the 
progression to nirvana. Thus we could call emptiness the heart of the path 
leading to liberation.” 


Central to this idea is that all things are dependent on each other and 
that therefore no independent entity exists: there is no soul, no self, no 
God who exist as uncreated, non-dependent beings. All things arise and 
eventually disappear, only to re-appear again in other forms and other 
places in a beginning-less series. All things are temporary, impermanent 
and transitory: there is no absolute, eternal and un-caused Being. 

Desideri forcefully challenged such views, which he regarded as 
erroneous conclusions. He agreed with Nagarjuna and with Madhyamika 
philosophers’ assessment of the finiteness of things. After all, he could 
find plenty of biblical support to back the sic transit gloria mundi view?” fot 
instance, the entire OT book of Ecclesiastes is a sobering reminder that 
“our days are numbered” and that nothing lasts forever. Over and over 
Desideri approves of the view that all things are indeed contingent, enjoy 
relative existence, and are “empty? of independent existence, 
commending his fellow Tibetan scholars for defending such view against 
the extremes of nihilism and substantialism. However, he did take them 
to task for arriving at what he regarded as two contradictory and 
unsatisfactory conclusions. First, by rejecting the existence of an 
Uncaused First Cause, Madhyamika followers call individual existing 
things “dependent,” but then go on to deny that the who series is indeed 
dependent (i.e., how could the whole series be “dependent” if there is no 
Independent Being responsible for it?); second, by rejecting an Absolute 
Being or Creator God, they end up virtually making the whole series of 
dependent things an absolute independent by excluding that it depends 
on anything or anybody else. 

I have neither the philosophical expertise nor acumen to judge 
whether Desideri really succeeded in derailing the Madhyamika’s “train of 
thought” by dealing it insurmountable objections. However, I do confess 
feeling uneasy about Desideri’s attempt to “improve” his Buddhist 
opponents’ view of emptiness by correcting their “defective” and 
“incomplete” conclusions such as the inexistence of a Supreme Being. I 
myself had a similar apprehension mixed with indignation when I came 


** See Bargiacchi, “Desideri’s Understanding of Emptiness,” 115, fn. 31. 
"3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sic_transit_gloria_mundi. 
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across Masao Abe’s encouragement to his Christian interlocutors to 
jettison the traditional Christology at the basis of the Christian faith in 
favor of a “new and improved” kenotic Christology or Christology of 
emptiness: “The traditional understandings of incarnation, especially 
based on John’s prologue — that is, the pre-existing Logos (the Son of 
God) ‘became flesh’ for us — need a new interpretation.””° 

Who zs this person who wants to teach us how to read and interpret 
our two thousand year tradition, I thought; a feeling probably shared by 
Tibetan monks when they came across Desideri’s articulation of the 
doctrine of emptiness. 

In any event, and for all its worth, it is now time for the readers to 
encounter and hopefully to appreciate Desideri’s views through my 
translation of Toscano’s scholarly rendition of Tho rangs and Byun K’uns. 


°° Masao Abe, “Kenotic God and Dynamic Sunyata,” in John Cobb and Christopher 
Ives, eds., The Emptying God (Wipf & Stock, 1990), 10. See also Donald Mitchell, 
ed., Masao Abe: A Zen Life of Dialogue (Charles E. Tuttle Co, 1998). 


THE THO-RANGS 
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DAWN IS THE SIGN THAT THE SUN DISPELLING THE 
DARKNESS IS ABOUT TO RISE 


Nature and quality of the glorious doctrine of the Religion of the 
Supreme Being who leads human souls from this world to the spiritual 
realm of the most pure Great Blessedness.’ 


What follows is the essence of this religion. 


' This expression was used by Buddhists to refer to Sukhavati, the Western Paradise 
of Amitabha Buddha. 
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Chapter One 


Natural truths and supernatural truths. In order to communicate to humankind 
sublime and supernatural truths, previously unknown to humankind, God first spoke 
through angels and prophets; then, God himself took human form and gave us 

his teachings directly. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY’ WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Man may be compared to a big house with an adjacent field. Man is 
similar to a microcosm. The builder who makes the blueprint of a house, 
in the process of constructing it, does not fail to make windows, so that 
daylight may dispel the darkness. The Creator, who is self-originated and 
made all things perfect, did not conceive the blueprint for this world and 
carry out his plan without the shining light of the sun and the moon. Just 
as inside that big house there is a window, likewise in that created 
microcosm which is man there is a “sun,” namely the intellect, in which 
the light of truth shines. 

If man through his intelligence knows the truth, then the big house 
and the microcosm become bright; but if man fails to acknowledge the 
truth through his intelligence, both of them remain in darkness. 

Just as there are two lights, likewise, two kinds of truth shine forth. 
There are two shining lights, namely the candle’s and the sun’s; the 
candle’s light is really a small thing, but the sun’s lights is boundless. 
Thanks to a candle's light we can only see things that are near and inside 
a house, since it is not possible to see things that are far away from or 
above it. However, with the sun's light, we can see both inside and 
outside, above and below. 

When you think about it, you will discover that there are also two 
types of truths: some are nearby and inconsequential; others are far away 
and momentous; some are of lesser, and others of greater importance. 

Through the eye of right understanding, man, just like with the light 
of a candle, is able to comprehend small and close truths, but in order to 
grasp higher, far away and greater truths it is necessary to have the aid of 
a most pure, incommensurable light, supremely bright, capable of shining 


? I have chosen to translate the word “Father” (used by Toscano) as “missionary,” 
because it betters conveys to my readers the role Desideri played while in Tibet. 
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over every human being; I am referring to the incomparably great light of 
the wisdom of the glorious Supreme Being”, who sees and knows 
everything perfectly well, and who, being rich in mercy, found it worthy 
to reveal the entire truth without errors and leaving no doubts, the way 
people uncover secrets. 

If a person’s glance examines a place where there is a lot of sand, or 
a road covered by a lot of snow by looking at the tracks on the ground, 
he is able to say: cows, horses, yaks, donkeys and sheep, men on foot or 
on horse have come through here, small and big, few or many. But if a 
person’s glance falls on a body of water, such person, after inspecting the 
surface, is not able to say in the same way that a great number of boats, 
floating swiftly on the surface, has come through. 

Likewise, a person’s understanding is capable of wisely 
comprehending these statements: 


1) It is necessary to live coherently with one's religious beliefs, by 
performing good and meritorious works; 

2) It is necessary to avoid bad actions; 

3) This action is free of defects, positive and oriented towards 
goodness; this action is negative and is oriented towards evil; 

4) A person’s soul, having received an immortal nature, cannot die;* 
5) The Supreme Being, who is self-existent,’ has created all things, is 
supremely perfect and rules over and sustains all things with love; 

6) Anyone who lives in harmony with virtuous precepts will succeed 


in attaining a good retribution, usefulness and praise, unlike those who 


? Toscano used the expression “Supreme Being” to translate the Tibetan dkon mc’og 
(“the rare sublime”). Desideri himself in his Second Apology, says he used at times 
the term Kon ccioa’ (“the most high”) and at others Ran grub (in Latin “a se existens, 
or “self-existent”). 

4 The denial of the existence of individual souls (anataman) is at the basis of 
Buddhist philosophy. The main reason for this denial is the concern to destroy the 
notion of inherent being at the basis of all passions. While denying the substantive 
reality of the soul, Tibetan Buddhism upheld the notion of a conscious principle 
called rnam ses, namely a body of knowledge and predispositions (i.e., 
consciousness) that is transmitted from birth to birth. 

> No idea was ever opposed by Buddhism so firmly as that of a God existing in and 
of himself who created the universe. Buddhism and especially the Madhyamika 
school deny the independent and absolute existence of any being: everything is 
phenomenon empty of substance, and all phenomena follow one another in mutual 
dependence on each other. Desideri states his position right away: the Supreme 
Being is self-existent and has given life to all things. This meant that God was a self- 
caused being on whom ultimately all phenomena depended upon. Desideri will 
develop this concept in his Byun K’uns. 
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perform inappropriate and sinful deeds, who will receive a just 
punishment at the right time. 


A wise man may comprehend these things; however, no matter how 
wise and intelligent this man is, he cannot know great, sublime and 
supernatural truths that are hidden in virtue of their own nature unless 
the light that dispels darkness first arises in his heart, and then rises 
towards the Supreme Being. Among these truths are the following: 


1) The Supreme Being is not born, does not die and is not caused; 

2) He is supremely perfect, eternal, without beginning or end; 

3) He is infinitely perfect, self-originated, self-generated, and self- 
existent; 

4) He is not marred by any imperfection and does not change; 

5) The Supreme Being is One and Three; 

6) The Three are not separated, though they are really distinct from 
each other; they are three, yet one in nature. 

7) Their nature is not distinct and their essence is perfectly one; 

8) Each of the three persons is omnipotent and omniscient; 

9) The Trinity possesses supreme and complete perfection; 

10) The Three share the same omnipotence; omniscience; and 


complete perfection. 


Moreover, a human being cannot comprehend these following truths 
on his own: 


T. As a reward for virtue and holiness there exists the most pure, 
great, immutable and ineffable Blessedness; 
2. As punishment for evil and evil deeds and as a consequence of 


not having lived according to the true religion, there is under the earth a 
hell, a region without the possibility of awakening to the truth, or 
possibility of attaining liberation; a prison without escape; a bottomless 
abyss without any way out.° 


All these great and truly sublime truths are in themselves hidden and 
supernatural, and cannot be understood by mortal man no matter how 


° According to Buddhism there are many hells, rebirth in which will cause extreme 
pain and suffering for a great and yet limited time. However, at the end of one’s time 
in hell, a new rebirth will occur, outside of it. The Christian belief in the eternity of 
hell must have sounded odd to a Tibetan audience. 
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wise he may be, unless within his heart, as it rises up towards God, the 
light that dispels darkness first arises. 

All of you listen to this with a devout heart: human beings are 
endowed with free will, and everyone without exception must obey the 
commands of the wonderful Supreme Being as his faithful servants. 

Man is not eternal, and therefore he is not stable. He is like a 
foreigner and a journeyer in this world. His destination and future abode 
is the most pure land of the Great Blessedness. Therefore, he must 
constantly walk in that direction, endeavoring to do good and undo evil 
in order to progress step by step in virtue through any means available. 

It is not easy to attain salvation and reach the Great Blessedness; in 
order to attain it, it is necessary to put forth a lot of effort and overcome 
many difficulties. 

But if man does not acknowledge the Supreme Being as his master 
and Lord, how can he serve him? And if he does not know whether the 
Great Blessedness exists or not, and not even the exact means to reach it, 
how could he possibly attain it by overcoming with resolute and brave 
heart all kinds of adversities? 

Because of this, the Supreme Being, the Lord, the “Great Merciful 
One,” found it worthy to teach and reveal to man, just as a teacher 
would, the great, sublime truths unknown to man, which are above all 
sorts of traditions, schools and supernatural techniques, thereby shining 
his light on the shadows and darkness of human ignorance. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


In all truth, the Supreme Being cannot be perceived by the human 
eye. He has neither body, nor face, or human voice. How could such a 
being bestow the gift of teaching to human beings and reveal to them in a 
clear and distinct way such great and sublime truths, both natural and 
supernatural? 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The great goodness of the glorious Supreme Being at the proper 
time sent as a gift his ministers (i.e. the angels, who are pure spirits, 
bodiless, immortal, and always in a state of blessedness), first to a most 


7 This title was attributed to Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva who is the protector of 
Tibet and is believed to be incarnated in the Dalai Lama. 
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holy man (Abraham)), and then to noble men (i.e., the prophets and then 
the apostles). These bodiless and blessed spirits revealed to the ears of 
such noble and holy men the teachings and commands of the glorious 
Supreme Being. 

Eventually, such men, following the instructions given to them by 
those spirits, preached to the four corners of the world and wrote sacred 
books for the sake of future generations. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


What has been said so far presents some difficulties and is itself a 
source of great difficulty. How could these bodiless blessed spirits be 
seen by the naked human eye? How were they able to speak to the 
human ear? Please explain this. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Every time those bodiless and blessed spirits, who are sent by the 
Supreme Being, arrive on earth, they take the form and shape of a human 
being by adopting an ethereal body; by means of this body they were 
perceived as real people by the human eye and were also heard by human 
ears. Eventually, when departing earth, their ethereal bodies dissipated 
like a rainbow, leaving no trace in the sky. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


How could these blessed spirits, who are the ministers of the Great 
Blessedness, after taking on an “empty,” ethereal, and flesh-less human 
body, according to your teachings and explanations, possibly speak with a 
melodious voice? How could they assume a human shape and face? 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


You have witnessed yourself many times the colors of the rainbow. 
The rainbow is produced by the condensation and agglomeration of the 
ait: the five different rays of the sun shine on it, and when that happens 
various colors arise simultaneously. This mass of air, which in itself is not 
in the shape of a bow, does indeed appear as a bow. In and of itself it is 
not endowed with these five types of light, but once the sun’s rays reach 
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it, it becomes multi-colored and shiny. In the same manner, that heavenly 
body, once it turns into an ethereal body, behaves the way a body does, 
though it is not a body in and of itself; even though it is naturally not 
endowed with the “colors” of flesh and blood, once it encounters the 
great light of a blessed angel, who is a minister of the Great Blessedness, 
it becomes luminous. 

If you have understood the reasons I previously mentioned, listen to 
one more example. While sitting in a garden at the feet of a mountain you 
speak words aloud, with a melodious voice; this voice of yours, quickly 
echoes back from the walls of the mountain. Now let me ask you this: 
that mountain has neither tongue nor mouth. If it does not have a 
mouth, how could those words come out of it? The great power of the 
vibrations produced by the voice on the air, even though the air has no 
mouth, causes the sound to bounce back as an echo, as if it had a voice 
of its own. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


I now fully understand, without any remaining doubts, how these 
spirits were able to speak to man. But who did really speak commands to 
the ears of saints and prophets? Was it really the ministers of the glorious 
Supreme Being, or evil demons instead, speaking falsehood and being 
skilled in magic? If we were to inquire about this, what would be the 
truth? 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The Supreme Being himself, who took the form of a man, joined a 
human body and soul, and even though endowed with two distinct 
natures, he became one being: true Supreme Being and, at the same time, 
true man. He did so in order to save and discipline the whole world; in 
ordet to shine his light on the darkness of ignorance; in order to heal the 
human soul’s disease and lack of resources and in order to lead human 
beings as they journey on earth like pilgrims. After coming to establish 
this world on solid foundations, he himself, the great merciful Lord, 
found it worthy to teach human beings with his own mouth those 
sublime truths that had been taught in ancient times by the ministers of 
the Great Blessedness, namely angels. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 
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In what manner did he, who was the true Supreme Being, assume a 
human nature and become simultaneously a real man? How could he 
reach the earth from the heights of heaven? Please tell me: how did he 
communicate to humankind the great truths? 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


This topic is a great mystery, and indeed the most sublime mystery of 
all. It is impossible to define it with a few words and explanations, just as 
it is impossible to include in a small well the infinite amount of water 
contained in the sea. It takes indeed a long time to explain this sublime 


mystery. 


THE RELIGION OF THE GLORIOUS SUPREME BEING LEADS 
HUMAN BEINGS TO SALVATION BY REVEALING TO THEM 
THE GREAT, SUBLIME AND SUPERNATURAL TRUTHS THAT 
ARE HIDDEN, IN AND OF THEMSELVES, TO THE HUMAN 
MIND. 


52 


Chapter Two 


Man is a subject in the Kingdom of God. Man is endowed with free will. 
By observing the precepts of God and performing good deeds he may attain eternal life. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The sublime Creator created countless stars in heaven. From the 
center of these stars, seven great masses came forth and began spinning 
in their own orbits [i.e. the planets]. The other countless stars, not having 
the energy to spin around on their own, were pinned to the celestial vault 
which moves of its own accord. The Supreme Being, who created all 
things perfectly, gave these seven great stars a shinier light than the 
others. 

In like manner, the Almighty created on earth countless living 
beings, so numerous that their number eludes us, and among all these 
living beings only one, man, was inwardly endowed with the perfection of 
consciousness. The “spinning around” of living beings consists in their 
activities. Brute animals, as they lack intellect, have not been endowed 
with free will, and are similar to the smaller stars in the firmament: they 
are led about by their own natural dispositions. Resembling the seven 
planets and guided by the light of the intellect, man, endowed with free 
will, acts on the basis of his choices;* he renounces base desires and the 
distractions of his body, raising upward with his deeds, and observing in 
his actions the precepts given by the Supreme Being. His good deeds are 
like feet or wings; through them he spins the wheel of virtue and “flies” 
with the “wings” of the observance of the religious precepts towards the 
Supreme Being, who is his purpose and final end, and towards the Great 
Blessedness, his center. 


This life is the time to spin the wheel of virtue. 
This life is the time to fly up towards heaven. 
Death cuts the feet and crops the wings of action. 


8 Thanks to his intelligence, man has the opportunity to reflect and to ponder before 
acting. Tsongkhapa wrote in his masterpiece Lamrim: “One must acknowledge the 
great privilege of being born as a human being, because it favors the possibility of 
attaining liberation. Thus, a person must cultivate the firm resolution to attain 
enlightenment. It is only upon attaining enlightenment that the cycle of countless 
rebirths (samsara) is brought to an end and the goal of nirvana is attained.” 
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Again: this life is the time to plough and till the soil; 

It is the time to sow a seed on virgin soil. 

Death is like the Fall season, that is, a time for fruits to mature; 
It is time to seek an abundant harvest and mature crops. 


A virtuous deed, according to the precepts given by the Supreme 
Being himself, is like a good seed thrown on virgin soil. The harvest 
coming from it is similar to a fruit: it is the incomparable vision of the 
glorious face of the Supreme Being in the spiritual realm of the most pure 
Great Blessedness. 

In this world, any man who behaves like a stupid animal, ignorantly, 
unable to discriminate, at springtime does not plough, nor does he sow 
seeds, while in the Fall he does not seek to harvest; the consequences of 
this neglect will be disease, misery and suffering. All those who are 
ignorant and who do not perform pure and virtuous deeds during this 
life, and who do not maintain the precepts according to the instructions 
given by the Supreme Being himself, after death will not attain salvation; 
cast away from the land of Great Blessedness, they will fall into the abyss 
of hell; after being born there, there will no longer be time for them to 
attain liberation. 

This world is like a great, vast kingdom in which the Supreme Being 
is the sovereign Lord and human beings are his subjects, all of them, 
great and small, without exception, even if they belong to a royal family. 
In every kingdom it is necessary for perfect harmony of actions, views 
and mind-set to exist, in order to preserve happiness. In what way will 
such sweet happiness be obtained? It is necessary for the ruler to give 
orders and for the subjects to safeguard and follow his precepts: through 
these two ways, harmonious happiness will ensue. 

The world is like an ocean, and every man is like a boat: in it, the 
wise captain is the glorious Supreme Being. 

The three inner powers of man [intellect, memory and will] and the 
five organs of the external senses are like sailors, who are expert in 
manning the bow of a ship, and capable of handling difficulties when 
they arise. The necessary condition for the boat to get safely to a harbor 
is for the captain to give orders at the right time. Orders like: “Anchors 
aweigh!”, as the wind is picking up strength; or: “Unfurl the sail and hoist 
on the mast the victory flag;’ “Throw out water and point the boat 
forward in the right direction;” “There is an obstacle ahead: pull back and 
go around it!”; “The powerful wind is blowing against the bow, and the 
waves ate rocking the boat: go ahead and hoist the great sail on the 
mast!”’; “We are close enough to the shore: anchors down!” 
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If the captain remains silent and does not issue orders, the 
experienced sailors would sleep peacefully and be relaxed, thus ending up 
at the bottom of the sea with their boat. 

This true conclusion can be safely reached: the Supreme Being has 
given to the human race everything people need, and this includes the 
necessary precepts to stay the right course. These precepts make up the 
religion guiding human souls: the religion of pure virtue that allows 
people to attain salvation. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


You stated that in man the light of intelligence shines like the sun 
and the moon. He must learn to abandon evil deeds and perform 
virtuous ones. Good deeds, like a soaring eagle rise towards the good; evil 
deeds, like a great rock rolling downhill, cause people to rush headlong 
towards evil. Having known these two principles, a person needs to 
distinguish good from evil; and as long as he/she know the difference 
between good and evil deeds, I believe that this suffices and that there is 
no longer any further need for other guides to give and teach precepts. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Wherever there is a community of ordinary people, a skillful 
individual is appointed to be the person in charge, lest the community 
disintegrates. 

If any given kingdom has not issued its own laws, finding itself 
without direction and being plagued by violence, it will go to ruin. If in a 
city, a family, or an army, no one is in charge, disorder will prevail; they 
will not last and will soon fall apart. In a human being, the head 
commands the other members of the body; in a society, it is the wise 
leader who gives orders; in a school, students are ruled by a teacher; in 
wars and on the battlefield there is an expert general in charge; in a home 
there is the head of the family; in the city, a judge who upholds the law; in 
a kingdom, a king is the one who rules. 

All of these people are vigilant, issue orders and their subjects obey. 
Similarly, the Supreme Being, the Lord of the entire universe, has given 
precepts and taught the true religion to the whole wide world. 


IT WAS NECESSARY FOR THE SUPREME BEING HIMSELF TO 
BESTOW ON HUMANKIND THE PRECEPTS OF THE 
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RELIGION THAT SURELY LEADS PEOPLE TO THE 
ATTAINMENT OF SALVATION. 
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Chapter Three 


God has enacted his law in his kingdom. Since human intelligence is not sufficient, 
and especially in order to give people the full certainty of walking on the right path, 
God came to meet us by showing his will. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Your explanations come down to this: the vision of the eye of right 
understanding and the light of the mind are not sufficient for man, who 
is dominated by the darkness of ignorance, to safely walk on the road to 
salvation without any remaining doubt or obstacle. Thus, the Supreme 
Being, the infinitely Merciful One, found it worthy to reveal his precepts 
to some saints, all of them most virtuous; this is how human beings can 
be found pleasing to Him. These saints and prophets, in order to benefit 
all living beings, as ambassadors of the glorious Supreme Being, have 
manifested through preaching and written instructions the precepts they 
received from Him. 

But I still do not fully understand what you are saying. 

The Supreme Being, the great Lord of the universe, has placed in the 
innermost part of every human being’s understanding a light that shines 
ceaselessly. Thanks to this light, unless it is put out, all human beings 
without exception, though free, are inclined in their hearts to seek what is 
good, and to recoil with natural aversion from what is evil. 

Moreover, in the intelligence of all human beings we necessarily find 
the roots of all virtues, written in words that contain no errors. The two 
roots of all virtues are: do unto others what you wish they would do to 
you; and do not do unto others what you do not wish they would do to 
you. Through the light of the roots of all virtues, every human being can 
think in the following manner: 


Honor your father and mother, the king and your superiors; 

Do not cause sadness to others; 

Do not harbor resentment towards others; 

Do not hit, kill others; do not steal from or rob others; 

Do not make false oaths; 

Do not commit adultery; 

Do not slander others; 

Let the Supreme Being be the goal of your heart, thoughts and memory; 
Offer Him worship, devotion and prayers. 
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In these teachings you find everything that is necessary to be found 
pleasing by the Supreme Being and to please your fellow human beings. 
Since everybody has the system of True Religion in their own mind, 
without having been taught, people need no other teacher. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


With the eye of reason and the light of human intelligence we can 
perfectly understand these two roots of virtue: 1) do to other as you 
would like them to do to you, and 2) do not do to others what you would 
not want them to do to you. These two roots are like two medicinal pills: 
many ingredients can be included in a pill. In the sea there are countless 
droplets, just as in the human body there are many organs; in similar 
fashion, many precepts are included in the two roots of virtue. Just as 
when with our eyes we stare at the immense sea we cannot know how 
many drops are in it, likewise, even those who are wise, when they 
consider with the bright eye of reason the precepts of virtue contained in 
these two roots, cannot know all of them. 

For this reason, the Supreme Being, the Lord with a merciful heart, 
has revealed to the ears of his prophets his precepts, one by one. The 
prophets repeated them, like an interpreter does, so that the precepts 
were revealed in good order. 

I am a newcomer and a foreigner here in Tibet. After we met, you 
told me: “Once you are settled in Tibet, you must learn to observe its 
customs.” Since in these words of yours you did not specify all the means 
necessary to enjoy the trust and approval of your king, leadership and 
population, it is necessary that either you yourself or somebody else first 
bring me up to speed with Tibetan customs, without leaving any of them 
out. 

The Supreme Being has given me a boundless gift: I am committed 
to spread Christian teachings and to explain the pure Christian religion. 
When somebody asked me to join the ranks of those who follow 
Christian teachings, if had I replied: “Firmly believe in all the mysteries of 
Christian doctrine, without exception, with faith and humble devotion; all 
precepts of Christian religion are about virtue. May your devotion not be 
just through your mouth and merely verbal; your promise is forever and 
not even one precept may be violated” — in that case, my words would 
not have constituted a sufficient instruction, since it would have been 
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necessary for me to first explain all the precepts and great mysteries one 
by one, in great detail. 

For instance; if a sick person asked for a doctor and asked for a 
medication to recover his health, and the doctor replied: “Opposites are 
healed through opposite remedies; heat is healed by cold and cold by 
heat; humidity by dryness and dryness by humidity,” these generic words 
would not be enough to obtain a result. Thus, the doctor ought to first 
say: “The true cause of this illness, most of the time, is an inflammation; 
heat-dryness can heal it: take this medication, as it promotes dry-heat.” 

Such are, without distinction, those two roots of virtue; do unto 
others what you wish they would do to you; and do not do unto others 
what you do not wish they would do to you. They are like two medicinal 
pills that contain all virtues and every good teaching. If you slowly and 
methodically undo the rolled up pills, countless specific precepts would 
spill out. Even after carefully examining the two pills, man is unable by 
himself to see exactly the particular ingredients, which are very fine, 
mixed up, absorbed and hidden inside; but if he was to do that, he would 
definitely ascertain their presence. 

“Do not do unto others what you do not wish they would do to 
you” is indeed well said; in it we find included this specific command, 
namely, if you are a lay person and have taken a wife, you must have only 
one, and you should not be able to take a second one. 

“Do not do unto others what you do not wish they would do to 
you” — again, in these words you find this other particular command, 
namely: if your wife has sexual relations with another man, you lose trust 
in her and blame her. Likewise, you cannot have sexual relations with a 
woman who is married. How many men do not understand the meaning 
of this commandment, and thus many brothers become husbands to the 
same one wife!’ This is not right, but immoral and evil; and yet so many 
people think this is not wrong, but indeed a permissible and right thing to 
do! 

“Do not do unto others what you do not wish they would do to 
you,” again, in these words you find this particular teaching, namely: if 
you find gold, silver or any lost item, and you really know the legitimate 
owner of these properties you have found, you must return them to him. 
Likewise: if you owe wages to a worker you have hired, or to any servants 
of yours, do not delay paying them, otherwise they will suffer; give them 
quickly without delay what is owed to them. Also, if you sell something, 
do not cheat people in your transactions. 


? A reference to the Tibetan custom of polyandry. 
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Just like these, there are many other situations that men do not know 
and believe to be permissible. This is why the Supreme Being, the great 
teacher of all, found it worthy to give all men, without exception, 
particular and specific precepts of pure holiness. 

The Supreme Being did not wish to speak to each and every man; for 
this reason, at the right time, he spoke in the ear of the holy prophets, 
and these people repeated through their instructions the precepts given 
by the Victorious One. All of these precepts together are called 
“Religion.” 


THE SUPREME BEING HIMSELF HAD TO GIVE THE 
PRECEPTS OF RELIGION TO THOSE MEN WHO DO NOT 
KNOW THEIR ULTIMATE GOAL AND DO NOT KNOW HOW 
TO RECOGNIZE GOOD FROM EVIL. 


10 This title was traditionally attributed to Buddha. 
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Chapter Four 


Necessity for God to teach us religion. Humankind is God's family and God regards 
it with fatherly love; this is why, led by his merciful love, he has taught human beings 
the true and pure religion that after death surely leads to Him. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Now I understand clearly and perfectly that it is necessary to explain 
this religion and its particular precepts of virtue. Countless human beings 
live in the darkness of deeds stemming from ignorance; they cannot even 
see what is close to them, nor do they know what is within them. Having 
gone astray, their thinking is engulfed by thick darkness. They regard 
thorns as flowers, and that which is polluted as clean and shiny. They 
have fallen into a crevice and claim they are meditating while remaining 
sitting. They drink bad poison and claim it is the nectar of long life." 
They place in their hearts vice, as if it was virtue, and no longer depart 
form it; they claim to be satisfied by it and find it useful, but in reality 
they ruin themselves. 

Even though this is how things are, I ask you: What need is there for 
the Supreme Being to be the great teacher of the world, and for the 
messengers sent by Him? In every world and in every kingdom there are 
men endowed with supreme wisdom, adorned with knowledge, who have 
studied various kinds of disciplines; they are like a sublime light dispelling 
the darkness of ignorance. Nothing prevents even ordinary people to 
possess perfection. 

The Supreme Being, who is always disposed to bestow his favors, 
will make sure that these remarkable men who know how to distinguish 
good from evil are going to teach the true doctrine in a clear fashion, 


'T According to traditional Buddhist teachings, desire and attachment to the world 
were to be destroyed through meditation on “emptiness,” or the real inexistence of all 
things. On the contrary, Tantric teachings that the sect of the rnin ma pa inherited 
from their founder Padmasambhava, claimed desire could be destroyed by satisfying 
it: thus they developed rituals in which sex and alcohol played a prominent role. A 
word of explanation about the “nectar of long life:” according to Tibetans, there are 
three great evils poisoning human beings. The first is “doctrinal error,” to be cured 
with the nectar of true doctrine and religion. The second evil consists in diseases, 
against which there are rituals meant to appease the demons causing them, and 
medicinal pills. The third evil is death, against which there is the “nectar of long 
life.” 


61 


without leaving any doubts, and teach ignorant people what vice and 
virtue are, and which path leads to heaven instead of hell. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


No man, even if endowed with sublime wisdom, can build up on his 
own the true religion, spread it, teach it, and point out the path that leads 
human souls to the spiritual realm of the perfectly pure Great 
Blessedness. 

The basis for this claim is not small, but vast indeed; however, for 
your convenience, I will make a brief summary of it. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Please, do not! I do not wish for you to be brief. I plead with you to 
show exactly all the reasons for it; then I will be satisfied and happy. The 
“stomach” of my intellect is very small indeed, and yet I am very 
“hungry” to feed on the food of truth; I am not satisfied if I find small 
morsels of good words. So, even though it may take you a while, I do not 
mind. 

Even when the sunlight departs and darkness sets in, in my heart I 
am very happy, because my eyes will attentively stare at the face of a man 
who says good things. I will listen with attentive ears to the words you 
speak without getting distracted, and in my heart I will carefully ponder 
the meaning of your speech. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


1) The religion that leads people to the spiritual realm of the great 
most pure Blessedness is the way to know what pleases the 
Supreme Being and what he desires from human beings. All 
these words need to be explained. 

Imagine a friend, in regard to any desire that may arise in one of 
his friends’ heart; a servant, in regard to any joy that arises in his 
mastet’s heart; the subjects, in regard to any command that the 
king’s mind is pondering — if the friend, the master and the king 
do not reveal what is going on with them, even if the friend, the 
servant and the subjects were endowed with great wisdom, they 


2) 


3) 
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will never be able to know, examine and clearly understand it. 
Much mote so, if the Supreme Being does not reveal his will, no 
human being will ever be able to know it. 

My religion does indeed lead a person to salvation, and yet it is 
necessaty for a person’s soul to remain firmly attached to its 
teachings. It is only after becoming convinced that religion is 
really pure, true, spotless and free of error, that human beings, 
freed of any doubt and hesitations, will commit themselves to 
practice with a devoted heart the deeds stemming from its 
precepts. But if the Supreme Being himself does not make his 
will be known, the sure light of certainty cannot arise in human 
beings’ troubled hearts. Thus, it was necessary for the Supreme 
Being himself to give his precepts; I will now explain the reasons 
of what I said. 

Foolish and ignorant men may dwell at ease in a house that is 
adorned with various precious things, but not built on strong 
foundations; conversely, wise and learned men will not do that. 
Likewise, if a religion and the path of a doctrine are not very 
clear, and upon being carefully examined turn out not to be pure, 
only people who are dumb and ignorant like brute animals will 
practice it; however, those who are established in good practices 
will not remain attached to it. Day after day, their actions and 
thoughts will be without peace and come to the conclusion: does 
this path lead to salvation, or is it a path leading to perdition? Let 
me repeat what I said earlier: unless the Supreme Being himself 
reveals his will the shining light of certainty will not arise in 
people’s restless minds, even if they are great wise men; their 
minds will not be like a sun’s ray, but like the light of a lamp. The 
shining light of the sun, being pure, shines brightly; the lamp’s 
light may shine too, but it is liable to be obscured by smoke. 
Gold comes from the earth; and while silver and gold are mixed 
with earth, when they come out of the king’s treasure-chamber, 
they are pure. From the mouth of a wise person gold comes 
forth as if from the earth; all the instructions and words coming 
from his mouth are like silver and gold that are extracted with 
great difficulty from the earth, and mixed with it. The Supreme 
Being is like a great precious treasure of truth: from this treasure 
come precepts resembling pure gold, which may be firmly 
upheld without fear of deception, mistake, or pollution. 

Listen to my words with a devout heart: it is necessary that the 
path of doctrine leading to salvation be only one, without close 
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seconds, and that it be suitable for all people, without exception. 
The Supreme Being alone, and no other, can promulgate 
religious laws and a religion fit for all people. In every civil and 
religious law, the orders and precepts of a king and of one’s 
superiors must be upheld. Those who violate precepts and 
destroy the laws must be punished. In a situation where people 
do not willingly observe the law, and the law does not have the 
power to induce obedience, we cannot properly speak of 
commands and legislative systems, but rather of instructions and 
advices. The king’s orders and commands are given in his 
kingdom to all the people living within its boundaries, and they 
have coercive power. Outside its borders, they are no longer 
commands, but only suggestions. Hence, we conclude that a 
person seeking to establish a religious system for everybody must 
have authority over everybody, and consequently be able to 
bestow rewards and punishments to all people. Therefore, 
among human beings, there is no teacher who can establish a 
true religious system; such teacher can teach a religion and 
facilitate its practice, but not establish it universally. 

4) No man has complete power over everybody, just as no one who 

knows the identity of all who are practicing the religion and of 
those who are not. 
The internal powers of man |ie. memory, will, and 
understanding] are like the sky; his external powers [i.e., his 
limbs] are like a mirror. The sun of virtue rises from the depth of 
the sky, and the surface of the mirror reflects the light of the 
rising sun. A fruit has its origins in hidden roots; the beautiful 
and soft fruit of those who observe religion springs forth after 
being born in the depth of their hearts. Civil laws give 
commands to subjugate external powers; religion, instead, 
reaches the heart and dominates man’s internal and external 
powers. Because of this, with the exception of the Supreme 
Being, no man can formulate religious laws and establish a 
religious system. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Has the Supreme Being, in times past, given these precepts or not? 
Has he taught a religious system in conformity with his will and good 
pleasure, or not? How and where can I clearly know it? 
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THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


How did such a doubt arise in your heart? The world is like a great 
family, with the Supreme Being at its head. The world is like a kingdom, 
with the Supreme Being as its sovereign. The head of the family provides 
his family with food and clothing; the king is firmly resolved to defend 
his kingdom for the happiness of his subjects. Likewise, the Supreme 
Being, having looked down with great mercy at the world, has given to it 
the most necessary basic precepts and taught it the path of true doctrine, 
as well as the religion leading to salvation. 

If he did not do this, who else could have? A faithful friend gladly 
gives to a friend in need. 

If someone’s son does not know his way back home and is lame, and 
shaking dangerously close to a crevice, says: “Hold my hand!”, or “Help 
me!”, and his father watches the danger and the unfolding tragedy as a 
detached observer, he is not a real father but a ferocious tiger; even if he 
was a king, he is nothing but a murderer himself.” 

If there was no religion, all human beings, under the watchful eyes of 
Supreme Being, would fall into hell, which is an endless place without the 
possibility to attain liberation. Anyone who is willing to entertain such a 
blasphemous thought does not even understand the name “Great 
Compassionate One.” 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Your sublime wisdom shines forth. Truth resides in your words. 


SINCE IT IS NOT POSSIBLE FOR ANY MAN TO FORMULATE A 
RELIGION FOR THE ENTIRE WORLD, IT WAS NECESSARY 
FOR THE SUPREME BEING HIMSELF TO BESTOW THE 
PRECEPTS OF A RELIGION THAT BRINGS ENLIGHTENMENT 
AND LEADS TO SALVATION. 


'? Desideri loves this analogy of a son who has fallen into a crevice; it was well 
known to Tibetans, and Tsongkhapa utilized it to describe the bodhisattva’s 
compassion. 
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Chapter Five 


God gives us helps to observe his law. The great characteristic of the religion taught by 
God is that not only it points out the path of salvation, but it also gives the means to 
walk on it. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


All the works of the Victorious One [i.e., God] are perfectly pure. 
Having promulgated his laws, he built a path for people to follow; having 
taught the sublime truth, he shone light on the path itself. Finally, in 
order to bring to fulfillment in the whole world this great work of his, 
namely the salvation of human souls, he bestowed various helps on the 
path of his law. 


With the blessing of various new helps, the path of divine law became 
very easy. 

With the blessing of various new helps, the mountains of difficulties and 
the narrow and fearsome paths became a surface as smooth as the palm 
of one’s hand, without highs and lows. 

The human soul, which used to look like a garden in which only thorny 
bushes grew, became a garden in which various flowers grow; rough 
rocks and stones became as soft as grass." 


In order to preserve their property and increase their wealth, people 
found it useful to go up and down the countryside and to travel to near 
and faraway lands. At first, after much seeking, they found suitable paths; 
then, having sharpened their minds, through smart thinking they devised 
with their minds various ways to solve the difficulties associated with 
their journeys. Thus, the people of Tibet, having harnessed a horse, ride 
it; Europeans travel by horse and by coach. This is how human beings 
have sharpened the “blade” of their minds; the “stone” they use to 
sharpen this blade is self-love. And yet, though human beings hold 


"In Santiveda’s Bodhicaryavatara we read in reference to meditation, rather than to 
the “blessings” mentioned by Desideri: “Jeweled mountains, forested regions, and 
other delightful and solitary places, vines shining with the ornaments of lovely 
flowers, and trees with branches bowed with delicious fruit. May the ground 
everywhere be free from stones and rocks, smooth like the palm of the hand, soft and 
made of lapis lazuli.” 
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themselves in such high regard, it is especially the Supreme Being who 
thinks of them and behaves towards them with great affection, just as a 
parent would. Thus, as God beheld with infinite compassion the 
predicament of humankind weakened in its spiritual energy, he bestowed 
to human beings all kinds of helps on the path of the divine law, which is 
so difficult to travel on. 

In order to lead people to salvation, namely heaven,“ the Supreme 
Being, holding in his left the laws and in the right hand his mercy, having 
taken man by the hand, saved him by acting as his guide. Sometimes, out 
of his mercy, he holds him to his breast and feeds him like an infant, 
kissing him; other times, he mysteriously carries him on his “shoulders.” 
At other times his compassion precedes man, uprooting all thorns and 
obstacles, and leveling the ground. And if at times the dark night of the 
soul sets in, divine justice itself orders the lantern dissipating darkness to 
be raised. 

At other times, the nine categories of terrifying enemies shower their 
arrows with great power in every direction; human souls, filled with fear, 
are in real danger; but then, divine justice protects them with armor, 
shield and helmet.” In this fashion, divine justice and mercy destroy all 
enemy hosts, removing the arrows that have reached their target, and 
healing all wounds. 


THE INFINITE AND INCOMPREHENSIBLE MERCY OF THE 
SUPREME BEING HAS PLACED ON THE PATH OF RELIGION, 
WHICH HE HIMSELF HAS BUILT, VARIOUS MEANS THAT ARE 
NECESSARY FOR THE SALVATION OF HUMAN BEINGS. 


' Desideri tends to use uses the expression “blissful realm” or “Great Blessedness,” 
but in this case he used the word “heaven” to translate the Tibetan mka’ spyod, which 
is believed to be the realm of Vajrayogini, a female Tantric deity. 

'S Desideri probably had in mind the analogy of armor and shield found in Ephesians 
6:10-18. 
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Chapter Six 


Usefulness and necessity of divine helps. When man is on the path leading to salvation, 
he must fight his inner enemies, namely his own evil tendencies. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The king who defends his country does not personally go in the 
middle of a raging battle, but sends forth a general with troops and 
countless experienced soldiers. 

A ruler of a smaller country and a wealthy landlord do not personally 
go and till the soil, but remain sitting on a tall pile of pillows, ordering 
their farmers to work the ground with plough and hoe, getting it ready 
for the sowing. 

Likewise, a wealthy trader does not himself travel all over the world, 
but, having sent several trusted representatives who are skilled in the art 
of trade, remains comfortably in his store. 

Generals and their soldiers, endowed with great courage, do not 
think of their own lives; rather, they put them on the line and fan out like 
flames to destroy the enemy according to the king’s orders, only asking to 
be equipped with weapons and horses. Likewise, farmers only ask of their 
rulers and landlords the necessary tools: two yaks to plough, an iron 
plough, a yoke and a plowshare. Also, the trade representatives tell the 
wealthy merchant: “We will gather various and numerous items, and in 
order to do so we will go through various lands and cross the seas; but 
you need to give us the necessary trade items, such as gold and silver.” 
However, it was not necessary for those who walk on the path of true 
religion to produce perfect results, since the Supreme Being himself, the 
sublime merciful Lord, already perfectly supplied all his various helps. 

Anyone who sees how silver and gold are extracted from the earth; 
melted in a furnace; poured into the proper molds to make statues (and 
sometimes molded and shaped in order to make the local currencies of 
Nepal and China), when observing this process must instinctively think: 
“The goldsmith, the silversmith, and the person making statues cannot 
possibly produce their wonderful and rare works with only a few tools, or 
a little white powder and a crucible.” 

Likewise, when observing what human nature is like, and what 
people must become in order to be in harmony with the teaching of 
religion; and when reflecting that in order to attain salvation and to 
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behold the face of the Supreme Being in the spiritual realm of the Great 
Blessedness, which is over and above the world and the sky, it was 
necessary for the holy prophets to be born on earth — one must therefore 
conclude that the Supreme Being needs to bestow to human beings 
special helps on the path of true religion. 

Now, open the “eye of wisdom,” and I will show you the nature of 
human beings. Take for instance this great and precious world of ours, in 
which you find earth and sky fused together into one. In the same way, 
man too is a microcosm in which body and soul are fused together; the 
body corresponds to the earth, and the soul to the sky. 

In the depth of the sky we find the sun, the moon and the stars; on 
the earth we find sand, dust, water and similar things. In the soul there 
are three inner powers: the first is memory; the second is the intellect; the 
third is the will, which is either drawn to or repelled by various objects. 

In the domain of the body there are the heart, the tongue, the eyes, 
the ears and the five sensory organs. 

Since water, dust and sand exist on the earth’s surface, sometimes 
dark clouds are formed, and some other times hurricanes, whirlwinds of 
wind, and gray dust. The same thing happens in the realm of our body: 
since we have five sensory organs, the tongue, the heart and many other 
limbs, the dark clouds of the five passions often arise. When hurricanes, 
gray dust, fog and dark clouds rise from the earth and gather in the air, 
then the solar disc and the bright sky are darkened; likewise, when the 
violence of the five evil passions arise against our hearts from external 
powers and the five senses, then the bright light of reason becomes like 
the sun during a solar eclipse, and the bright face of truth is obscured, 
like the moon during a lunar eclipse. 

Then, the inner power of memory fails and begins to commit 
mistakes as if the commandments of the Supreme Being had never been 
given. The power of the will, which can either become attached to a 
desire or push it away, once engulfed by darkness, can no longer 
distinguish sin from virtue; it is as if one’s hand was pierced by sharp 
thorns and started to bleed, and that person insisted that fragrant flowers 
have sprung on it; or as if one was to grab with the hand a poisonous 
snake and joyfully bring it to one’s chest, as if it was a piece of 
sandalwood. 

In order to rid this world of the darkness of fog and black clouds of 
the nine areas, it is necessary for a pleasant breeze to blow from on high; 


16 The five passions or what Tibetans refer to as “poisonous evils,” are: pride, lust, 
wrath, envy and ignorance. Sometimes a sixth is added, namely doubt. 
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in order to free man from the five evil passions, it is really necessary to 
beseech the Supreme Being to bestow various aids on the path of 
religion. 

Moreover, the Supreme Being, the great Omnipotent One, the divine 
power, created in the world the four elements: earth, water, fire and air; 
likewise, in the domain of the human body, he introduced the four 
elements: dry, humid, warm and cold. In the world there are the “four 
great protectors:” they fight against each other continuously, without 
break or distraction; when one wins the others lose, and vice versa; this is 
why we have the alternation of spring, summer, fall and winter. Even 
within the body, the four elements fight each other and the person 
hosting them. 

When enemy troops fight against a city, first they need to bring 
down the walls around the city; then the center of the city; and finally the 
fortress within. The inside and outside of the human body are similar to a 
city surrounded on four sides by enemies; the five sensory organs and the 
external powers |i.e., the limbs] are like the walls, and the three inner 
powers of the mind are like the inner fortress. The formidable enemy 
troops fight against a city in either of two ways: with powerful cannons 
that destroy everything in sight, or they throw fire that burns everything. 

Likewise, there are two ways in which the four elements fight against 
each other and destroy, kill, fight against the five senses that are like the 
outer walls, and against man’s body, which is like a city with its houses, 
courtyards. These two ways ate: either with the powerful cannons of 
diseases or, in a hidden fashion, they demolish everything with raging fire. 
The cannons, instruments of sin, which destroy the valiant walls of the 
town, bring terror within, though they cannot destroy the fortress. But 
once the walls are set on fire, the great mass of fire burns everything in 
sight: houses, fortress and the city itself. 

The external powers of the body-city, because of the demon of 
disease, do not have a chance to become free, and once defeated and 
destroyed they are vanquished; however, the fortress of the soul cannot 
fall, since it is immortal. 

But when on the wall of the five senses comes the cannon shooting 
the great mass of terrible fire, the castle of the heart and the city of the 
three inner powers, burnt and defeated, fall dead on the ground; the five 
passions are like a fierce fiery mass. 

The four bodily elements are like four enemy armies endowed with a 
fiery mass aimed at the walls of the five senses; sometimes in concert, 
sometimes on their own, but always relentlessly, they hit their targets 
after setting them on fire. The fierce fire cannot leave us be, because once 
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it starts raging, it spreads to the four directions and the eight sub- 
divisions, burning everything on its path: city and castle, inner powers, 
the soul and the heart. 

When heat and dryness come together, the fierce fire of wrath and 
pride arise. When humidity and heat join forces, the fierce fire of lust 
begins to rage. 

When cold and dryness mingle, the powerful smokeless and intense 
fire of excessive avarice arises. When cold and humidity come together, 
the black fire of sadness and laziness prevails. 

When cold and heat join up, the powerful fire of a small heart’s envy 
shows its sharp fangs. And when all four are mixed well together, the 
terrible inner fire of gluttony and its insatiable desires arise. 

One who is expert in construction and particularly skilled, builds the 
main center of the city in a luxurious place where a lot of water is 
available to quell a fire. In the same way, the Supreme Being, who is 
without limits, without equals, the Lord of Mercy, found it worthy to 
bestow all kinds of helps and powers to human beings, to help them 
overcome the enemy’s fire and all passions as they walk on the path of 
true religion leading to salvation. 


THE INFINITE MERCY OF THE SUPREME BEING HAS 
BESTOWED TO ALL PEOPLE, WHO ARE INNERLY 
STRUGGLING WITH PASSIONS, ALL KINDS OF HELP AND 
GREAT TOOLS TO OVERCOME THE EVIL POWER OF 
PASSIONS, AND TO BE IN HARMONY WITH TRUE RELIGION. 
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Chapter Seven 


Preciousness of divine help. Man is like a small boat in a stormy sea; he needs the 
wind of divine help in order to move forward. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


I am going to ask you once again to carefully consider human nature. 
The sea’s current does not always move in the same direction, but in 
alternating motions, back and forward. A small boat moving in the 
direction of the current is able to move forward even without the aid of 
the wind, but if it isn’t, or if it is facing the current, not even a moderate 
wind can make it move forward: it will naturally be pushed backwards. 

A man’s body is like the sea and his soul like the boat. If the precious 
mind fosters no desires or attachment to riches, silver, relatives or friends 
and even itself and renounces all the world’s activities, he can then study 
the direction of his path in order to fulfill the hope of the Supreme 
Being, and exercise virtue in the right direction, namely heaven’s: such is 
the path of a person who journeys in an ideal fashion. 

But if passions, like tall and short waves, wreak havoc onboard and 
destroy the boat’s cargo, then the boat, finding itself in difficulty, will not 
be able to move towards virtue or in the direction of heaven, but instead 
will turn back in the direction of sin, towards perdition. 

In order to navigate those waves and contrary currents, human 
beings have obtained the oar of independence and free will; but since the 
oat is mediocre, one’s strengths limited, one’s heart faint, and the 
difficulties are great, one will use the oar for a short while but then get 
tired and cast it aside, abandoning the direction of virtue, and turning 
towards vice; at that point, after the boat has changed direction, contrary 
currents will lead a man to the abyss of sin. 

However, if a boat is in the middle of a stormy sea and a mighty 
wind rises at its back, it will receive great benefit. In the same way, the 
soul within our bodies, which are rife with passions, necessitates the 
special wind of divine help beside the oar of free will. In fact, the 
Supreme Being, who is rich in mercies beyond imagination, found it 
worthy to bestow to humankind all kinds of helps on the path of the law 
that leads people to salvation. 

Once again, please carefully consider human nature. In this world 
everybody can see that there are two types of unlimited material things: 
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some are light, and others are heavy." Everything has its own nature and 
its center of attraction, and runs towards it in a spontaneous, un-hindered 
manner. 

The place of things that are naturally light is high up; the place of 
things that are naturally heavy is down below. For this reason, the earth, 
water, stones and wood go downwards; fire, clouds and various essences 
rise upwards. Every human being without exception is composed of soul 
and body. The soul, which is spiritual, most pure, incorruptible and 
immortal, is very light; unless it finds an impediment, it rises upwards, 
towards heaven; the body, instead, made of flesh, dust and mud, is most 
heavy and tends to fall towards perdition, as its natural center of 
attraction. 

A thing that forms a whole but whose components are partly heavy 
and partly light, cannot simultaneously go in both directions; when two 
things are closely knit and even fused together they tend to run in the 
same direction. The light element cannot pull the heavy element upwards; 
on the contrary, it is the heavy one that pulls the light one downwards. If 
we place in a glass jar an essence that tends to evaporate, that essence 
does not rise upwards together with the glass jar; it is the glass jar that 
holds down the light essence. This is the case of the human soul, which is 
naturally most light; it cannot journey towards heaven together with this 
heavy body of ours; on the contrary, the heavy body and the soul slip and 
fall together into the abyss of perdition. 

On the other hand, the precepts of the religion whose final goal is 
salvation, teach us that even if it necessary to practice penance and 
asceticism, once we abandon sensual human experiences and activities 
and unify our beliefs and behavior, we lead both body and soul towards 
heaven. How can such a wonderful thing happen? Let me give you three 
examples: 

1) There is a city [Rome], which is the heart of the world, filled with 
heavenly blessings, knowledge, and wonderful and miraculous 
things. In it, there rise many tall columns, chiseled obelisks, 
statues of great value that one never tires to look at. There are 
also antique artifacts so beautiful and precious that I am at a loss 
to describe. Everybody admires these things, without being able 


17 The example of heavy and light objects was very well known to Buddhists who 
used it to explain how due the intrinsic force of good and bad deeds human beings 
are necessarily reborn in a hell or in a heaven; they do not admit the existence of a 
Judge who rewards and punishes. Desideri uses this example and applies it to souls 
and bodies. 
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to turn their eyes away, or be distracted from them, enjoying both 
the whole assemble and the details of such works. These mighty 
works are very easily lifted from the ground by means of a 
wooden pyramid, which is empty inside and with many holes 
carved on its sides. From a wheel comes a rope pulling it 
upwards. Through such means, the great and precious columns, 
statues and obelisks, even those that are large and heavy, become 
as light as dust swept by the wind; without any optical illusion, 
they are lifted up. 

2) Inside the harquebus there are two cartridges. You pull the trigger 
with great excitement: at that precise moment, in virtue of gun 
powder, the bullets, which are themselves heavy, having been 
touched, become light, leave the chamber of the gun, are ejected 
from it and fly off into the air. 

3) If you put a piece of heavy iron on the floor of a room and place 
a powerful magnet on the ceiling, suddenly the iron become light 
and, though itself heavy, it is lifted up, becoming attached to the 
magnet. Do not think of it as a miracle: the magnet lifts the iron 
by shooting outwards small particles, unseen by the naked eye. 
Through them, the heavy iron leaves the low place it occupies 
and becomes attached to the magnet. 


The same thing happens on the path of the religion leading to 
salvation. The Supreme 
Being, rich in mercies, finds it worthy to give all kinds of excellent helps 
to those who are faithful to the pure religion. Through the blessing of his 
new various helps, the light soul and the heavy body rise upward 
together, like two friends, from the lower regions to the lofty ones, un- 
hindered. 

These two components, having renounced vanities and earthly 
desires, do not remain in the middle of wrong and vain thoughts, but set 
as their goal the path of heaven, thus arriving un-scathed in the midst of 
the Great Blessedness. 


THE SUPREME BEING’S MERCY, WHICH IS BEYOND AND 
ABOVE ANY IMAGINATION, BESTOWS ON HUMAN BEINGS, 
WHO ARE WEAK BECAUSE OF THEIR NATURAL 
CONDITION, AND ONLY ABLE TO FALL INTO THE ABYSS OF 
EVIL, ALL SORTS OF HELP THROUGH WHICH THEY RISE TO 
THE HEIGHTS OF SUPERNATURAL VIRTUE. 
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Chapter Eight 


Human beings’ external enemies. Man is surrounded by awful enemies, namely 
demons. They vent their hatred for God by trying to ruin through deception human 
beings, who are God’s most precious creation. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Until now I have investigated with a devout mind man’s inner realm: 
now, let us look with the eye of wisdom even the things that are outside 
of him, which need to be regarded with a sympathetic and compassionate 
heart. Man is surrounded by deadly enemy troops: if he has wealth and 
the opportunity to enjoy the object of the five senses, those dreaded 
enemies, day and night, unceasingly employ the weapons of pride, 
ignorance, and avarice: but if those objects are outside of him and in the 
possession of others, then those terrible enemies raise in a threatening 
manner the sword of envy. 

Everything is beautiful, lovable and very beautiful indeed! Our 
bodies too are wonderful if you pay attention to the way they are 
fashioned, just as the sun and the moon are beautiful. And yet, within the 
body lies hidden a terrible enemy of the human soul. Its round face is 
smiling, but it always casts sideways glances and when it looks straight at 
you, it kills you. It offers you a bouquet of flowers, all the while casting 
arrows at you. It offers its hand to you, all the while tying down the mind 
with iron chains. Like a rain of arrows, concupiscence filters inside man 
through the five gates of the five senses, as human beings lovingly 
indulge in them. 

Our terrible enemy yields the powerful weapon of lust. Everybody 
can be an enemy to their neighbor. If you look at the stars in the sky, they 
are all shining brightly in different degrees. This is not the case with 
human beings who live in this world: they are a mixture of darkness and 
light. In similar fashion, at the bottom of the sea lie rare jewels encrusted 
with mud and covered by sand and rocks; and in the desert rare flowers 
bloom, of fragrant smell, but there are also thorns, poisonous snakes and 
countless hard stones. This is the case of human beings living in this 
world: there are few good and virtuous people surrounded by countless 
evil people. 
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The human body is the compound of several members; when a limb 
contracts leprosy or a deadly disease, soon the entire body falls apart. 
When as a result of too much rain grapes grow on the vine with an un- 
natural color, if such color spreads to the rest of the grapes, they all go 
bad. 

Since man's nature has been spoiled it cannot stand even small 
efforts. He recognizes the value of goodness, but does not pursue it; he 
feels the attractiveness of evil and chases after it. The right ear hears a 
person reciting prayers; the left ear hears a person cursing; in a flash, 
one's voice learns cursing but not the recitation of prayers. The right eye 
sees a man giving alms, and the left eye sees a man robbing and stealing; 
in a flash, the hand learns the art of theft, but not to teach out and 
engage in almsgiving. To make matters worse, evil demons surround 
people to enslave their souls. 

In the past, the Supreme Being who created all things made heaven 
and populated it with inhabitants who are immortal, indestructible, 
spiritual, and most pure creatures who do not need a physical body; they 
are incomparable, ineffable and countless. 

He brought them into existence form the abyss of nothingness,” 
adorned them with all perfections and endowed with ineffable wisdom, 
completely filling them with all kinds of heavenly blessings. 

In the spiritual realm of the Great Blessedness, the Supreme Being, 
who is boundless love, prepared for these most pure and bodiless angels 
a throne of ineffable joy, a spiritual, perfect and immutable throne; a 
throne of joy arising from beholding the presence of the glorious 
Supreme Being. What was required of them, though, was obedience, 
without any added difficulties or extra works. Once this obstacle was 
overcome and obedience perfected, happiness would have ensued; 
following good behavior, a reward would have been bestowed, which is 
to say, if you do not knock at someone's door, the owner will not open it; 
if you do not till the soil, flowers don’t bloom. 

The Supreme Being himself gave his instructions to all of his angels, 
whom he created directly: “Hear me out, you who are my powers and my 
messengers! You owe me, the Supreme Being, honor and worship. Those 
who do so, will receive a great reward. In the most pure realm of the 
Great Blessedness, you will fulfill your hope of seeing my face, which is 
the source of unchanging and undying happiness.” 


!8 According to both the Bon religion and the rnin ma pa at first there was only the 
void, and then slowly all things arose from tiny atoms. 
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The king’s ministers and the subjects are not equals: some are higher 
in rank, others lower. Likewise, the spiritual and immortal angels are not 
equal in their adornments and luminous wisdom. 

But one of them, named Lucifer, was the equivalent of a great 
minister, and very well known among God’s ministers and subjects; he 
was like a sun among the sky’s stars; like a sweet fragrance among other 
flowers; like a diamond among other jewels; like a great sea, in 
compatison to a river; like a quartz among rocks. Thus, at the center of 
those created angels, Lucifer was the greatest. 

When Lucifer heard the Supreme Being’s instructions, out of pride 
he said something along these lines: “I am great and triumphant! I do not 
want to obey orders! The two of us, the Supreme Being and I are both 
incomparable and on equal footing. Therefore, I do not worship him. 
Nobody can assign me a subordinate seat; I will summon all my powers, 
and both of us will seat on the same throne. The three worlds will honor 
and worship both of us.”” 

Right away, countless other spiritual beings, following Lucifer’s lead 
and being animated by huge pride, shouted out in one voice, repeating 
Lucifer’s same words; however, being deprived by the Supreme Being of 
their divine blessings, they became demons. Having been cast out of the 
heavenly realm, they fell into hell, a place without hope of liberation. This 
hell is located under the earth. 

After casting the rebellious angels into hell, a place without hope of 
liberation, a place of never ending and lacking the means of salvation, the 
Supreme Being said: “These angels have fallen as a result of their pride, 
and yet, those who obey my commands with devotion and humility will 
sit near me, on my throne, endowed with a human body and soul, and 
will dwell in my holy paradise.” 

Then demons, devoured by anger, crying and calling out, shouted: 


“Woe to us! After we fell, beings that are inferior to ourselves, namely 
human beings, will get to sit on the heavenly throne. We demons swear 
that we will persevere in our attempt to destroy God's plan, until the 


1 The three worlds or domains are: 1) Kamadhatu, which is the realm of desire and 
brute passions. It includes the six realms of samsara: 30% of all devas, asuras, 
human beings, hungry ghosts, animals and demons; 2) Rupadhatu, which the realm 
of form, divided into 17 realms and inhabited by about 70% of all devas; 3) 
Arupadhatu, which is a form-less realm divided into four realms and inhabited only 
by pure spirits. 
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advent of the last, impure acon.” During the three dimensions of time 
(past, present, future), without ever taking a break or getting distracted, 
all of us demons, the sworn enemies of the human race, will forever stoke 
the fire of evil through various means; we will carry out in a terrifying 
way thefts, strife, murders and killings; we will deceive the human soul by 
subverting all values; and finally, we will rejoice in watching human souls 
precipitating into hell, our new abode, which has no possibility of 
liberation. 

The body lives while it is joined to the soul; once separated from it, it 
dies. The same is true of the soul; it is alive as long as it enjoys God’s 
blessing; if it loses it, it dies. It will be awesome for us to watch not so 
much the spectacle of the death of a human body, but rather, of bringing 
to perdition a soul after depriving it of God’s blessings. We will not allow 
human beings to come close to You, in the most pure Great Blessedness, 
but after derailing them with lust and murders, we will drag them to the 
bottom of the hellish prison that has no possibility of liberation. It is 
unto these goals that we, the demons, will strive and toil. 

In order to walk easily on the path of salvation what is needed is the 
brightness of the light that dispels darkness; we have prepared all kinds of 
errors, lies, deceptions, and obstacles to block the path, acting like thick 
clouds of smoke and dust. Likewise, since the road to salvation is narrow 
and not leveled, in order to decetve man’s mind, we will double its length 
and difficulty, and we shall bind human beings with iron chains in order 
to drag them down. 

Having become black demons of darkness, we are evil and harmful 
for human beings, but especially deceitful; thus, we will transform 
ourselves, under the guise of light, into defenders of religion.” In the 
most pure Great Blessedness, near You, there is a throne that cannot be 
purchased or earned, since the only currency to purchase the most holy 


°° An aeon or kalpa is a fantastically long age consisting of billions of years. The 
aeon is the fruit of actions performed by living beings: in other words, the universe 
will last as long as the combined force of all actions by living beings in a previous 
aeon will last. Such force needs to be extinguished or consumed: thus, according to 
Buddhists even the smallest action is one of the factors making up cosmic energy. 
*! Some tantric deities have the title of defenders or protectors of religion. They are 
portrayed as terrifying looking and they fearlessly fight the enemies of dharma. They 
were incorporated into Tibetan Buddhism from Hinduism and the Bon religion. 
These defenders may manifest themselves under human form and in their 
incarnations they are powerful shamans in charge of reading oracles. The most 
famous one is the Tibetan shaman consulted in great circumstances, and every year 
in Lhasa, during the public prayers led by the Dalai Lama, in order to predict the 
main events of the upcoming year. 
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kingdom of paradise is observance of the precepts of the pure and true 
religion; therefore, we will place in man’s hands a false currency. 

We will not be able to perform miracles, but will show wonderful 
deeds and act like “enlightened ones” in order to teach a false religious 
system. The demon of black magic will elevate the nature of powerful 
words,” and people will say that it has all been accomplished through 
prayer. We will also instill hatred against neighboring kingdoms under the 
guise of zeal to defend religion. 

And just as when the life of each man reaches its end, or as the day 
that has ended no longer comes back, or as the flowers that have dried up 
no longer grow back, or as we, fallen demons, will no longer be restored 
— likewise, human beings will no longer return to the earth. 

We can think of two destinations for two ways of life: a false and a 
true one. Hell without liberation is the outcome of the former, and the 
most pute kingdom of heaven of the latter. The pure doctrine next to 
You, and the dark doctrine next to us, demons. We, who are experts in 
the art of deception, have shown the waves of a non-existing sea and 
prepared two places and two religions. 

Thus, in the end, man will not sit on the throne of the Great 
Blessedness. After our work is complete, human souls, wavering like 
blind people, will fall into this hell in which there is no hope of liberation. 
Having fallen into the devil’s hands like slaves, human beings will no 
longer re-surface and encounter You, and see Your face.” 


Having said these things, a loud sigh of misery and resentment came 
out from the pit of Hell. 

You have considered the inner and outer parts of human nature. 
Please hear me out: there is only one loving Father, and only one true 
friend in whom we may confide. When He sees human beings, his 


? Buddhism originally taught the path of salvation consisted in obtaining 
enlightenment through meditation and thus becoming an awakened one, a Buddha, 
namely a person who has become free from the cycle of birth and rebirth. Things will 
change in Tantric Buddhism: the path of salvation according to it consists in 
returning to the Buddha, namely in becoming the Buddha from which we have 
become disconnected together with all impermanent things. One of the ways to 
achieve this was to procure a special kind of help from various deities, who are 
themselves aspects, reflections and representations of the primordial Buddha. This 
help could be attained by reciting mantra (secret magical words that they revealed) 
and acquiring some of the supernatural powers of these deities. After attaining these 
powers one could then practice magic. Some of these magical formulas had been 
revealed to Padmasambhava by demons whom he subjugated: others were revealed 
to him by some deities. This is what Desideri is referring to. 
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beloved children and dear friends run fast and breathlessly as they are 
pursued by terrible enemies, having realized the situation, He protects 
with great care these children and friends of his, and relieves them from 
any concern they may have. 

The Supreme Being, the “Great Merciful One,” the Merciful Lord, 
bestows loving aids to those who are faithful to the true religion and 
observe his precepts. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Your words sound beautiful to my ears, and they are agreeable 
indeed. I have carefully written down your words, which depict with the 
colors of truth the way things are. 

Words are like a golden thread: wisdom and truth must both be tied 
harmoniously together (by this golden thread) and be strictly connected. 


COUNTLESS DEMONS, WHO ARE OUR SWORN EVIL 
ENEMIES, RELENTLESSLY OPPOSE THOSE WHO WALK ON 
THE PATH OF TRUE RELIGION. THE UN-IMAGINABLE 
MERCY OF THE SUPREME BEING BESTOWS AIDS TO 
SUBJUGATE THESE ENEMIES. 
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Chapter Nine 


The system devised by the devil to lead man to perdition. Example of pharaoh’s 
behavior, who denied any right and help to the Jewish people. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


There is a Supreme Being, there is man, and there are evil demons. 
Between the former, who is in the highest place, and the latter, who are at 
the lowest place, there is this difference: the Supreme Being, Lord of all, 
gives all his precepts to man just as demons do, and yet, while He also 
bestows his many powerful divine helps, demons do not help man. 

In the two following stories the truthfulness of my claim will become 
evident. 

Once upon a time a famine came upon the land of Israel.” 
Everybody cried, both young and old. Having abandoned their native 
land, the only possible solution in such a dangerous situation was to 
travel to the land of Egypt, which had plenty of food and water; after 
settling there, the Israelites grew and prospered. The king of this land, 
who had the title of “pharaoh” was an emanation of the devil. He 
conceived an evil thought and an irrational attitude towards those 
foreigners. Having gathered his advisors, the ministers of foreign affairs 
and the minister of the interior, and having consulted with them, he came 
to this resolution: “I will not lift my sword against them, but will cause 
pain and suffering to this people. As long as we have to support these 
foreigners, I command that they be assigned difficult tasks, day and night, 
without a break. I do not allow them to ever be happy. Let young and 
old, men, women, and children obey my orders and gladly welcome them, 
even if they are oppressive. I command that they be put to work 
producing bricks. When rust grows, little by little it consumes iron; when 
iron is sharpened, it consumes the stone sharpening it; likewise, pain and 
misery will choke the life out of these foreigners. Until now, I have been 
merciful and peaceful, but now I have lost all my patience; I want 
countless bricks to be made every day, and make sure they are not given 
even a piece of wood or grass. If at the end of the day they have not 
produced enough, I order that they be beaten until they pass out from 


23 What follows is described in Exodus 1 and 5. 
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pain. Let pain be their food, and tears be their drink; let crying and 
screaming be their reward; let their rest be more work yet. Let them find 
happiness in working hard and endlessly. No one can point out the truth, 
except the king. Let me die on the spot if this plan of mine will not be 
carried out immediately; do not delay, fail to carry it out or be lazy! I 
order my ministers to take off running and spread my commands to the 
four corners. Learn from me, your king, to fight with anger. Let your 
hearts turn to stone, iron and fire. When you see these foreigners, let your 
eyes be like lightning; let your voices issue orders like thunder; and let 
your orders be like lightning. With these people, it is necessary to stop 
acting like human beings and be instead like tigers. Thus, my commands 
are not just irate: they are made of anger itself”? 

This terrible story clearly shows the system of that demonic man 
who confused and mixed together light and darkness, truth and 
falsehood, virtue and sin, spirit and matter. It is an example showing how 
the evil demon often behaves in a saintly manner [namely, as an angel of 
light]. He says: 


Believe sincerely and listen to my teaching: The Supreme Being is 
naturally endowed with a body, heart, hand and voice like us.” Do not 
believe that there is such thing as a being that is naturally without a 
cause.” Believe that the negative behavior of sin is the same thing as 
the positive essence of virtue; that our terrible demonic incantations of 
black magic are perfect prayers.” Do not worry or tremble even if you 
were to commit sins. You living beings, even when guilty, as well as 
any inanimate objects that do not know evil, are the same before the 
laws of the Supreme Being, without distinction or difference. There is 
no otherworldly happiness or reward for a virtuous person. Even if 
you resort to virtue in order to be in harmony with religion and do 


** Malevolent spirits and demons in the Bon religion’s belief system have a 
monstrous appearance: some have only one eye, others only an arm or a leg; some 
have a face that is half red and half black; others have several heads, arms, etc. 

°° This is at the basis of Buddhist beliefs: everything is a phenomenon caused by yet 
another phenomenon, from all eternity: there is no uncaused First Cause. 

°° As mentioned in Chapter Eight, magic formulas (mantra) have been revealed by 
demons. Most times mantra are brief formulae, often monosyllabic, already in use at 
the time of the Veda, and contain the essence of a deity. They have an evocative 
power: through them a deity becomes present to satisfy people’s requests, and at 
times a deity even possess the body of the person reciting them. Desideri believed 
that the Lamaism was infected by demonolatry. The multitude of evil spirits that 
Lamaism accepted from Bon are an object of propitiation, prayers and offerings for 
any daily event in the life of uneducated Tibetans. 
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penance patiently and assiduously, you will hardly be rewarded for it. 
Those who are in the next life take on the sufferings of those who 
lived previously.” It is futile to rise into heaven with the “wings” of 
religion, since one is bound to fall back on earth, amidst difficulties. 
We have sent into the world one who is not a human being.” Even 
though he may have killed many men because he was a murdet;” even 
though he kidnapped a woman through black magic;”’ though he had a 
boundless and unbearable pride,” he is the “second enlightened one” 
and the “son of the Victorious One:”” pray to him and give him 
offerings.” Do the opposite of those who are clearly wise; regard their 
behavior as if they were ignorant and foolish people. Do not enjoy 
peaceful times with friends, but go on a rampage with wars and 
slaughters. Regard neighboring countries as enemies and treat them as 
such because they are such. Let the formidable fire of discord animate 
your thoughts every day; kill your enemies with weapons and magic; 
bring cities to ruin, and destroy kingdoms. 


*7 Rebirth is a belief that Buddhism inherited from Hinduism. Buddhism denies the 
existence of a substantial soul for the same reason it denies the substantive reality of 
a body and of all material beings. Soul and body exist only as aggregates of unstable 
and ever changing phenomena, which, upon death, dissolve to give rise to new 
aggregates. Buddhism recoils from the word “soul” because it suggest the idea of an 
independent substance; it preferred to employ the term “consciousness” to describe 
the aggregates that constitute the soul. These aggregates, like all things, are 
impermanent, and once they originate more aggregates, they disappear. 
Consciousness is guided by karma, and as soon as it finds a new uterus in which a 
new creature will be born, it disappears. Nothing remains from a previous existence, 
just as a flame, carried by the wind, goes on to start a new fire and then disappears. 
The new flame is not the former one, but rather depends upon it. If a previous life 
was characterized by evil deeds, the next life will be a life of suffering in an inferior 
realm, such as the animal or ghostly one. 

28 Desideri’s nemesis is Padmasambhava, who was reputed to be born as an eight 
year old boy from a lotus. Today some critics consider him only a wizard in the 
worst sense of the term. 

? The murder of a man, a woman and a child just for the fun of it is told in a text 
called Padma t’an yig Canto XXI. 

*° See Padma t’an yig Canto XX. 

3! He had nothing but contempt for king, court dignitaries and the people at large, 
whom he covered with insults and sarcasm. 

* Though many sects in Tibet are very suspicious about Padmasambhava, the rnin 
ma pa hold him in high esteem and celebrate him as a “second Buddha.” 

3 The devotion of Tibetan people for Padmasambhava is indescribable. Desideri 
talked about this in his Relazione. See M. Sweet, Mission to Tibet, 399-412. 
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Such evil orders are given to man by the black devil; and though 
such orders are given, no friendly help is given to man. 

Truth is the sword that slays falsehood and deception. Now let me 
tell you a truth that slays the devil: 


The nature of the Supreme Being is spiritual, and perfectly pure. When 
the life of each man is over, just as the day that has dawned does not 
return, or as the flowers do not bloom again after drying out, or as the 
evil demons are no longer restored after their fall from grace, likewise 
man, whether virtuous or sinner, no longer returns to earth;>+ magic 
incantations and black magic ruin a soul, so that it can no longer attain 
its end. In ceremonial masks and in contradictory behavior there is 
salvation only in appearance, but not in reality. Surely, it is the black 
demon who speaks falsehood. 


Pure truth fights with these weapons, but the black demon, who 
protects falsehood and 
defends the darkness of ignorance, does not give weapons to his minions. 
When he instigates war, mayhem, killing and slaying, he gives no help 
whatsoever to man in time of his need, such as weapons and horses, in 
order for him to fight and win the fight. 
Just as the equivalent of wild beasts, the Egyptian pharaoh, who did 
not give wood to the Jews to heat up bricks, likewise the devil does not 
give help to man so that his commands may be carried out. 


THROUGH AN HISTORICAL EXAMPLE AN EXPLANATION IS 
GIVEN OF THE STRENGTH OF THE DEMONIC SYSTEM TO 
DRAG ONTO THE PATH OF PERDITION HUMAN SOULS, BY 
GIVING TO MAN A RELIGION THAT APPARENTLY BESTOWS 
SALVATION BUT THAT IN REALITY IS FILLED WITH 
OBSTACLES TO SUCH END. 


34 Desideri’s Christian beliefs made him recoil from the idea of rebirth. 
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Chapter Ten 


The loving behavior of God towards man. The friendly disposition of God is 
shown in the liberation of the Jewish people from their enslavement in Egypt. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


In the second example I am going to give you, you will see the 
merciful way in which the Supreme Being acts in the path of the religion 
that surely leads to salvation. There once was a man, a respectable 
prophet, named Moses. The Supreme Being called him and gave him his 
commands: “I have seen the suffering of innocent people with my 
compassionate eye: go and set my people free! When you arrive in the 
land of Egypt and before the pharaoh, tell him to have pity and free my 
people from slavery. Once the people are free, lovingly guide them until, 
after traveling through the desert, you arrive in a happy land.” 

Then Moses prostrated himself on the ground and said: “It is 
amazing that you give me such instructions. I am just a shepherd and I 
am very sure that the great king will not listen to me and to my pleas to 
make him change his plans. The innocent people of Israel are terrified, 
just thinking about the king’s rage, and it will be impossible for them to 
leave without asking his permission. Moreover, the road in the desert is 
long and dangerous; without all kinds of necessary equipment, how can 
the people follow, even if I lead it?” 

However, the Supreme Being said: “Go!” and again: “Go! I am 
commanding you, but I am also going to give you companions and aids. 
After bestowing my help, the devouring fire of the angry pharaoh’s heart 
will be put out as if a bucket of water was thrown on it! 

The heart’s apprehension is great indeed, but strength will overcome 
all difficulties; fear will turn into courage; weakness into energy; 
emptiness into fullness; what is hard into what is easy; and the top of the 
mountain as flat as a plain. 

Even if the heart of the king is as hard as a diamond, the staff which 
is in your hand will shatter it as if it was a fragile mirror.” 

This is what the Supreme Being said, and Moses, after prostrating 
himself on the ground several times, worshipping and praising God, 
departed from that place and arrived in the land of Egypt. 
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Having appeared before the king, he told him: “Release the 
foreigners from slavery, who are an innocent people. End their perils, 
sufferings and restore them to happiness. If you do not listen to my 
prayers, the prayers of the shepherd Moses, at least listen to the 
command of the Lord of all, the Supreme Being.” 

However, the king did not respect these words, and acted as if he 
had not even heard them. Then the Supreme Being told the prophet 
Moses: “Go back to pharaoh and if he will play deaf and ignore my 
command, he will see the wonders the Almighty at work!” 

Under the king’s eyes, having received this power from God, the 
hand of the prophet struck the river with his staff, and the rivers and 
lakes became filled with blood. 

Then Moses rose his hand in the direction of the rising sun, and 
immediately countless croaking frogs invaded the houses, the towns and 
even the king’s palace. Then, after Moses struck with the tip of his staff 
the dusty ground, clouds of mosquitoes rose everywhere, tormenting the 
Egyptians day and night. After that, as Moses looked up to heaven, the 
air was filled with flies. As he opened his mouth, diseases rose among the 
country’s cattle, and cows died in great numbers. 

Then Moses took some dust in the palm of his hand, scattered it in 
the air, and with the exception of the Jewish people, every single 
Egyptian became infected with leprosy and abscesses, which made for a 
horrible sight. When Moses rose the tip of his staff to the sky, a great rain 
mixed with hail began to fall, with lightening that set everything on fire, 
amidst loud sounds of thunder. 

Again, as he pointed the tip of his staff towards the ground, an army 
of locusts rose; then after he pointed to the sky with the finger of his 
hand, for three days and nights a mighty darkness descended on the 
entire country. And yet, the king’s heart did not falter, and he acted as if 
he did not see or hear any of all this. However, when his first born son, 
as well as all the first born sons of his people and of his cattle died 
suddenly, having come to his senses, the king summoned Moses back to 
his presence and gave him permission to leave, saying: “Foreigners, hurry 
up and leave my country! The door is open. Your voice was powerless 
and not important for my stony heart and my hard ears, but the weaker 
power, having grown strong, has cut into the hard stone. No one can 
oppose me, but I submit to the Supreme Being, who can do all things.” 

Then the people of Israel, most happy, left with Moses the country 
of Egypt and entered into the road that leads through the desert to a 
happy land. 
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One may seek for happiness in this world, but to no avail. There is only 
toil and suffering. 

Everybody will have to endure toil and suffering, which are the effect of 
negative causes. 

One may appear to be smiling, radiating joy and happiness, but happiness 
is ever changing, and no one can really count on it to last. As soon as it 
arises in one’s head, it disappears like a fog; we cannot become attached 
to it, for it is like the morning star, which disappears from sight when 
morning comes. 

When the morning light arises at dawn, in a garden various flowers 
display the five kinds of colors in the open and joyful petals; however, in 
the evening, they die colorless. The rainbow spreads itself in the sky with 
its five bright colors, but soon it disappears in the sky and nothing 
remains of it. 

This is the same with happiness; after it enters a house, after a short time, 
even if you look for it, you cannot find it again. 


The power of God dispelled the suffering of slavery, but now the 
Jewish people began to experience the miseries that come with a long 
journey, fear, pain and great toil that caused in many people regret, due to 
the great obstacles they had to face. 

But those endowed with precious minds were not afraid and rested 
peacefully, without any doubts about God’s power, and said: “We have 
not left because of our decision, but because of the order given by the 
Supreme Being.” And they rested confidently, leaving no doubts about 
the power of God. They often encountered different obstacles on their 
path, but they trusted in the assistance of the power of God. 

They often encountered various obstacles on their path but they 
remained unperturbed, having no doubts in the help bestowed by the 
power of God. They said: “Help will be sent to relieve us from 
suffering,” being confident in God’s assistance. Those who had precious 
minds and were fearless thought that the various kinds of help of the 
Supreme Being would procure what was needed. 

The road was unknown, but during the day a column shaped like a 
cloud, and at night a fiery one, led the way. When time came to cross 
over the Red Sea, the people had no boats and the enemy, having given 
chase, was coming up from behind. At that point, the water, at first 
steady and calm, began to stir and then split in two, leaving a wide path in 
the middle, so that the people were able to cross with all their belonging. 

At one point, they found bitter, un-drinkable water, but it turned 
into potable water. Another time they completely ran out of water, but 
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Moses struck a rock with the tip of his staff and out of the rock a river of 
fresh and potable water sprang up. 

In the desert, once the food supplies ran out, they could not find 
anything to eat; then, during the day, many tasty kinds of birds fell from 
the sky, while at night, a refreshing, pleasing, tasteful dew fell and 
condensed in early morning, becoming edible. 

In order to keep such a great number of people together and to 
preserve morale, there was a need to develop a system of laws, precepts 
and instructions; the Supreme Being gave the people such code. 

Truly, human beings are journeyers in this world: the path is the 
religion that certainly leads to salvation; the destination of the journey is 
the land of great happiness of the Great Blessedness. 

Among the great number of aids given by God to Israel, three stand 
out as procuring happiness: 

1) The fiery column that at night dissipated darkness; 

2) The system of laws, precepts and instructions necessary to 

preserve morale; 

3) The staff that performed miracles, which was a symbol of prayer. 


Likewise, there are three inseparable things that lead people who are 
faithful to true doctrine to the land of eternal salvation. 


1) In the darkness of this life, amidst the darkness of ignorance, as 
the fiery column gave light, likewise the sublime, supernatural 
truths reveal things that are naturally hidden to people’s minds; 

2) The Supreme Being has given laws of holiness, rich in virtue; 

3) As the staff performed miracles, likewise prayer obtains various 
aids as needed. 


Those who strictly adhere to religion and committedly apply 
themselves to truth, willingly following the divine precepts, receive all the 
necessary aids, and really attain the truth, without any lingering doubts, 
namely the salvation issuing forth from the most pure Blessedness. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Coming from China, central Asia, Russia, Armenia, Nepal, India, 
Assam, Kashmir, ever more traders gather here in Lhasa from the four 
corners of the world, bringing various precious items such as coral and 
amber. Many times, while I was in your company, people asked you for 
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merchandise, or if you had some item to sell. You replied: “I am not a 
merchant, I am a lama.” I am glad to say that ever since Lhasa was built, 
no merchant has ever brought in a more precious jewel. 

The merchandise you offer to people in this world is the path of an 
immortal future. What you do is most useful and brings most satisfaction. 
You offer your most pure jewel free of charge, and I shall have 
everything I ever wanted. Your teaching stemming from the heart is the 
jewel that fulfils everything that one ever wants. Anything I asked about, 
in your goodness you offered me advice about: you truly benefit living 
beings with equanimity. 

In order to save people, whoever they are, you have given up 
married life; you have overcome countless types of tough obstacles in the 
open sea and made untold sacrifices in the thousands of miles you 
journeyed on land.” But when you arrived here in Tibet, in Lhasa, the 
compassionate Supreme Being bestowed many graces and favors to 
Tibet. And I, with the palms of my hands joined together, and on my 
knees, offered with my whole heart to the “Great Compassionate One,” 
the Supreme Being, countless praises and worship. 

I do not know the mind of all Tibetans, but as far as I am concerned, 
as long as I live, in order to place in the treasure of my mind and heart 
the jewel of your teachings, which are true, I will never depart from you, 
but always come to you to hear the teachings of the true religion. 


3 Desideri wrote in his Second Apology (1729): “The toils and sufferings I endured 
in my last phase of my journey to Tibet are neither a trifle, nor easily forgotten. And 
yet they were nothing, but a piece of cake in comparison to what I endured before 
that. Who will ever know what horrible pains and dangers I incurred in my travels in 
order to arrive here? I will not go into detail about the storms I experienced in the 
Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean, and the discomfort of an unbearably long trip to 
Goa. Then from Goa to Surat, through unbearably hot weather, I had to travel across 
Mongolia for countless miles. I went through raging torrents, ice fields, high 
mountains, putting up with incredibly, most miserable cold temperatures. As a result 
of this climate changes I was sick for months, without the assistance of doctors, 
medicines and no human comfort. I temporarily lost my sight due to the blinding 
snow. I walked on foot for two months among such terrifying crevices that no one 
can ever imagine. From October 9" to January 4"" I crossed a most rigid desert filled 
with snow, ice steep mountains and freezing temperatures. It took me ten months to 
travel from Kashmir to Lhasa, enduring constant hunger, thirst, sleeping on the 
ground under the sky, at the mercy of the elements, surrounded by ice and snow, and 
suffering other inconveniences that would horrify anyone who heard about them In 
other words, I suffered like I was in hell.” 


89 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


In and of itself, the lunar surface does not possess light; it does have 
a nature, substance and motions, so that it appears to be bright, but its 
pure luminous rays come from the sun’s surface; after they reach the 
moon’s surface, it becomes bright and luminous, shining down on earth. 
The same applies to my innermost being, which reflects a bit of the light 
of truth and religion. 

In and by itself, this small amount of light cannot dispel the darkness 
of ignorance, but the Supreme Being will bestow the grace of the full 
light of the true religion. 

If, after receiving divine grace and favors, I will be adorned with it 
(as the moon is adorned by the sun’s rays), the world will benefit from it, 
and this usefulness will echo in a special way in the Tibetans’ hearts. 

You yourself, who seek truth with a pure soul and devoted to 
goodness, in every occasion, day or night, ask me to talk to you, so that 
you may have no lingering doubts: keep thinking about what I taught you 
concerning the true religion. 

Today we have talked at length; until today the Supreme Being has 
given us the grace of this life. In the future, you will need to come again 
to listen to the words of truth and of true religion. 


THE INEFFABLE AND INFINITE MERCY OF THE SUPREME 
BEING, THROUGH THREE MAJOR GIFTS, LEADS PEOPLE ON 
THE PATH OF THE GLORIOUS RELIGION THAT PROCURES 
HOLINESS AND SAFELY LEADS TO SALVATION: 

1) THE GIFT OF THE GREAT SUBLIME AND 
SUPERNATURAL TRUTHS THAT REVEAL TO MAN 
THINGS THAT ARE NATURALLY HIDDEN TO HIM; 

2) THE GIFT OF LAWS OF IMMACULATE HOLINESS AND 
RICH IN VIRTUE; 

3) AND ESPECIALLY THE GIFT, THROUGH THE MEANS 
OF PRAYER, OF THE VARIOUS AIDS MAN NEEDS 
HERE ON EARTH. 
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Chapter Eleven 


God is our father and loves us as such. The fatherly love of God, who cannot stand by 
and watch human beings perish, comes to their rescue with one true religion and 
morality. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


I look at various flowers growing in my garden. Every evening, at 
sunset, I pour fresh water on them, which is like rain nourishing their 
growth; during the night, the roots and the stems of the flowers, which 
are living beings, slowly absorb this cool water. 

I too am like those flowers, but in a different sense. At night your 
views nourish my intellect; I watch, analyze, study, experiment, and after 
gaining experience I feel trust and a great joy. 

Your words are indeed true and wise. However, within me there is 
something not very clear, though not worrisome. I have retained in my 
memory everything you have told me, without distractions or errors. 
According to what you said, many times black, evil, and cruel demons 
show a way to salvation and teach a religious system in which they mix 
together truth and falsehood, good and evil. Having created such an 
obstacle, they deceive people, leading them to perdition. 

Until now I have not heard you utter words lacking substance. I 
gather that the gist of your argument is this: “The Supreme Being 
himself, according to his will, has pointed out to us the path of pure 
holiness in order to obtain salvation. There aren’t many true religions! 
There are not even two! There is only one: all other religions are a 
deception of the devil.” 

Having heard such words, it is difficult for me to believe and become 
committed to them. I do not mean to be hard-hearted, but I merely wish 
to politely state my concern. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 
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When incense clouds rise in the land of Tibet, it is indeed a great 
sight! One has to see it, in order to believe it.” 

Out there, surrounded by the sea, there is a precious continent. 
There is a man living there, who has never seen it, or heard about the sea. 
If I tell him these true words: “In this body of waters there are always 
great ships. In every ship there are three things: a castle, a palace and a 
city, and in all of them there are five thousand people with more than one 
hundred fifty cannons. Every day, all these ships, as swift as arrows, 
travel more than a thousand miles combined.” If I said such things, my 
listener would not believe me. 

If I say to a person who has not seen the various beautiful sights of 
this world, and who is like a turtle which only knows the place it was 
born in: “From the same one plant many different fruits are born: on the 
right side, an apple; on the left, a pear; on one branch, yellow lemons; on 
yet another, red oranges; in the middle, grapes; better yet, a round, 
colorful fruit is born from the union of two kinds of fruits, such as a 
lemon and an orange” - my listener will not believe me. 

The same happens to you, due to the poor quality of your 
knowledge, until you will attain the good light of right thinking. 

I myself have said in all truth: “The Supreme Being himself, 
according to his will, has given us the path of true holiness in order to 
attain salvation. There are not many religions; not even two or three, but 
only one.” When I talk like this, my listener does not believe me. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Truth be told, until now such talk is unclear to me. I beg you: explain 
it to me, and shed light with your words. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Now I will seek to demonstrate to you in a loving way the error of 
your thinking. 
[Desideri relates in his own words the episode found in 1 Kgs 3:16-28, 
which I will quote instead from the biblical text] 


3 Tibetans are used to burn incense in the morning on their houses’ rooftops and 
terraces, as well as on mountains as an offering to the local spirits. 
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Sometime later two prostitutes came to the king to have an argument 
settled. “Please, my lord,” one of them began, “this woman and I live 
in the same house. I gave birth to a baby while she was with me in the 
house. Three days later this woman also had a baby. We were alone; 
there were only two of us in the house. But her baby died during the 
night when she rolled over on it. Then she got up in the night and 
took my son from beside me while I was asleep. She laid her dead child 
in my arms and took mine to sleep beside her. And in the morning 
when I tried to nurse my son, he was dead! But when I looked more 
closely in the morning light, I saw that it wasn’t my son at all.” Then 
the other woman interrupted, “It certainly was your son, and the living 
child is mine.” “No,” the first woman said, “the living child is mine, 
and the dead one is yours.” And so they argued back and forth before 
the king. 

Then the king said, “Let’s get the facts straight. Both of you claim the 
living child is yours, and each says that the dead one belongs to the 
other. All right, bring me a sword.” So a sword was brought to the 
king. Then he said, “Cut the living child in two, and give half to one 
woman and half to the other!” Then the woman who was the real 
mother of the living child, and who loved him very much, cried out, 
“Oh no, my lord! Give her the child—please do not kill him!” But the 
other woman said, “All right, he will be neither yours nor mine; divide 
him between us!” Then the king said, “Do not kill the child, but give 
him to the woman who wants him to live, for she is his mother!” 
When all Israel heard the king’s decision, the people were in awe of the 
king, for they saw the wisdom God had given him for rendering 
justice. 


Now that you have heard this story, tell me. When you reflect on the 
king’s order, do you find truth in them or not? Was his order wise or not? 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


When I reflect on the king’s orders, I conclude they were perfectly 
right. His order makes perfect sense: good parents love their children and 
cannot stand the sight of their children being mistreated. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 
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Do you realize what you have just said? When this reply came out of 
your mouth, you were on the way of pure virtue leading to salvation. 
According to the will of the Supreme Being, which he himself revealed to 
us, there are not many religions, not even two, but only one. Do not have 
doubts in your mind: there is no deceit in my explanation. It was the 
Supreme Being who created all the worlds. It was the Supreme Being 
who gives life to man, as well as a body, a soul and a mind. 

The Supreme Being is the great father and all men are his children: 
no mother loves her own children as much as the Supreme Being loves 
all people. Parents who watch their children being mistreated are not 
human parents, but wild animals. For this reason I have just told you that 
the Supreme Being is like a great father. All men must not be separated 
from each other, and much less so, be against each other. 

Your various limbs form one body: your feet cannot go towards 
China, while at the same time your hands be in India or Nepal, and your 
head in Kashmir. Human beings, all together, form one great body, a 
complete body, in which every man is like an organ or a limb. The 
Supreme Being, logically does not want this body to be divided, and 
much less so, be in conflict. 

For this reason, the path of religious teaching and the path of virtue 
leading to eternal salvation must not be separated: it is the Supreme Being 
himself who has given them to us according to his will. 

Thus, there cannot be several true religions; not even two, but only 
one. 


THERE IS ONLY ONE RELIGION CAPABLE OF LEADING 
HUMAN BEINGS TO THE REALM OF THE MOST PURE GREAT 
BLESSEDNESS. 
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Chapter Twelve 


Convenience of having only one true religion. Through one religion God can save all 
people, even if they have different temperaments, he can heal them all by means of one 
medicine, even though they may be afflicted by different types of diseases. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Truly, the Supreme Being is the great father of all, and human beings 
are his children; however, he is also a sublime king and humans are his 
subjects, as the whole world is his realm. 

Human beings’ nature is sick, without ANY exception. The Supreme 
Being is the Great Physician who heals everyone’s illnesses. He knows 
the types of help each and every one needs. An outstanding physician has 
various types of medicines; a physician who only knows a couple of 
medicines is a mediocre one. 

The king who knows how to defend and protect people of various 
traditions, customs and languages is a supreme ruler; his bright wisdom 
shines like the sun. The great and precious essence of his positive virtue 
protects people with precepts; safeguards ordinances; and destroys the 
enemies of humankind. He is connected to the whole earth and sky. 
Thus, Tibet’s kingdom is connected with him through bonds of affection; 
through his whole life he will remove anything that stands on the way of 
Tibet’s happiness. The nature of merit has been hidden until today; a little 
while longer and the sun will rise on Tibet. For this reason this king is 
very precious in the eyes of the Supreme Being. 

In the future, as a result of him ruling Tibet’s kingdom, this country 
will attain a high, sublime throne, above all the stars, in the highest 
regions of heaven. 

Just as the sun is at the center of all stars, he will shine as a sublime 
ruler among all rulers; no matter how high we sing his praises, our words 
will not suffice. Jin jir Khan” is the great ruler who fulfills the orders of 


37 This is the name that Desideri used to call the Qosot ruler Lhazan Khan. More than 
a name, it is a title: it was used by Mongols to refer to the Qosot princes who 
descended from the great conqueror Gengis Khan. He was the king and ruler of 
Tibet. As soon as the king met Desideri he appreciated and respected the Jesuit’s 
moral character and intellectual gifts. Desideri dedicated this work of his to him as 
well as a long treatise dedicated to the topic of re-birth. The king died on December 
3", 1717 following a series of betrayals. Desideri lamented his murder and praised 
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the heavenly king; he protects with his orders his subjects and the 
Tibetan people as far as its borders go, and defends men of various 
traditions, customs and languages, such as Catholic missionaries, 
Mongols, Nepalese, Indians and Kashmiri. 

Likewise, the victorious and glorious Supreme Being has distributed 
in this world (which is his great kingdom) his treasures to all people, such 
as various religions and traditions; having sustained them with his 
commands, he leads them to happiness. 

Human beings are sick and the Supreme Being is the Great Physician 
who heals them from diseases through appropriate medicines, according 
to the need of each person: thus, he brought salvation to the world 
through many religions. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Human beings are spiritually ill and the Supreme Being is the Great 
Physician. I called him “Great Physician,” even though he does not have 
different kinds of medicine, and in order to heal people’ souls he has 
given only one religion. 

In what you have said some errors have appeared. For instance you 
said: “An outstanding physician has various types of medicines; a 
physician who only knows a couple of medicines is a mediocre one... 
Human beings are sick and the Supreme Being is the Great Physician 
who heals them from diseases through appropriate medicines, according 
the need of each them: thus, he brought salvation to the world through 
many religions.” 

This talk of yours is weak, lacks power and is shoddy; it cannot be 
sustained and will soon be proven wrong. In order to show the 
shallowness and poor quality of your view, I will say this: “In order to 
build a city or a palace, the expert construction worker needs various 
tools. In the same way, in order to bring the three kingdoms (namely the 
vast seas, heaven and earth) out of nothingness into existence, the 
Supreme Being needs various tools.” 

After hearing me say this, what would you think? My statement is 
weak, because it is wrong. The construction worker cannot work with 
shoddy material, since he needs various tools; however, the Supreme 
Being, who has no limits, who is great, almighty, without cause or effect, 


him in his Relazione: he had great hope to facilitate the king’s conversion to 
Christianity. 
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without a beginning, indiscriminate, omniscient, has made a complete and 
detailed plan of all things, even before time began. Then, at the time 
appointed by him, without any tools or outside help, he fashioned 
effortlessly, through his sheer will, whatever he willed. When he said: 
“Let them be!”’, things came into existence. 

Listen now to how your erroneous opinion can be refuted. 

A physician has only a few means to heal a patient because he is 
limited; he cannot heal a serious disease with only one medicine. Every 
medicine made on earth has only a limited effect; this is why he needs 
more than one type. On the contrary, the Supreme Being is omniscient 
and has unlimited power; the energy of the actions of the Supreme Being 
is sublime, matchless. Even if men suffer from countless different 
diseases, he heals people’s spiritual diseases with only one medicine; thus, 
one medicine can save all human beings’ souls. 

A commoner owns ten little pearls, while the hand of the king is 
adorned with one great pearl; of the two, who is wealthier? Someone can 
dispel doubts with long-winded speeches; another with only one word: of 
the two, who is more powerful? This example shows the difference 
between the Supreme Being and man. The person who dispels doubts 
through long speeches is similar to the human physician who heals 
diseases with many medicines. He who dispels doubts with only one 
word is like the Supreme Being who benefits human souls and leads them 
to the land of salvation through only one religion. 

This shows what a great bearer of salvation the infinite Supreme 
Being is, and how powerful he is. 

Even your second suggestion is shoddy, feeble and unable to stand; 
it will soon be dismissed. Foreigners, protected by the king, speak 
different languages, and have different customs. They even have different 
religious systems; and yet, in fully harmony, without divisions or 
differences, all of them, without exception, agree to obey the orders and 
commands of only one king, trusting and respecting him. All of them pay 
homage to him and no one refuses to do so. If the people misbehave 
against the king and want to give his throne away to someone else, from 
that moment on, the king, defender of the laws, will no longer trust the 
people and expel from his kingdom those who do not obey his 
commands. 

This is what should take place in this world of ours. Some people are 
priests; others own a house and land; some are kings; others are subjects. 
Some own little, others are wealthy, while others give alms. Some are very 
wise and adorned with the perfections of knowledge; others are workers, 
and others yet are warriors. And yet, all these living beings, being human 
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and coming from such different backgrounds and social status, must live 
in harmony, and all of them without exception must heartily profess the 
following same views: since the Supreme Being himself has given to 
mankind the same one religion which certainly saves human souls, we 
must be faithful to it, and abandon everything else that amounts to false 
doctrine. We must all be unanimous in praying to the one Supreme Being 
and offer him from our hearts our worship; we must all obey the orders 
of the one Supreme Being and place our trust in him. The Supreme 
Being, Lord of all, is one, and there are no others. If you listen to the 
precepts of another being and adore him, you put him on the same level 
with the Supreme Being, as if there were two of them. As a result, you 
will lose access to the holy kingdom of the most pure Great Blessedness 
and end up in hell, where there is no help, nor possibility to attain 
liberation. 


THE SUPREME BEING HAS NOT GIVEN TO HUMAN BEINGS 
DIFFERENT RELIGIONS, BUT ONE AND ONLY ONE: THERE 
ARE NO OTHERS. THUS, IN ORDER TO ATTAIN SALVATION, 
THERE IS ONE AND ONLY ONE RELIGION, AND NOT 
SEVERAL. 
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Chapter Thirteen 


Necessity of only one religion. Since religions uphold contradictory views, it is not 
possible that they all come from God; therefore, among them, there is only one that 
comes from him. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Here in Lhasa there are people of different nationalities: Europeans, 
Chinese, Turks, Mongols, Russians, Armenians, Nepalese, Bhutanese, 
Indians and Kashmiri. They come here from different roads, but the 
destination is one: the Middle Kingdom. Some came from the East, 
others from the West; others yet from the South and others from the 
North. 

In the same way, different people come from different paths, yet 
they all end up in the most holy realm of the Great Blessedness. Thus, we 
may compare the various religions to many paths, and the final goal to 
heaven. The only one goal is the center to which all roads lead (i.e., the 
various religions). 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Your ideas and attitude do not conform to right reasoning. The path 
of immaculate holiness to attain salvation has been given to us by 
Supreme Being himself, according to his will. There are not many 
religions, not even two, but only one. The other religions have not been 
given to us by him: they are not true religions, they contain hidden 
falsehoods, and they are paths leading people to hell. What I am about to 
say will clearly expose your distorted view. 

The pure religion that does not know how to speak falsehood is the 
one that really obtains salvation and certainly leads to it. It is necessary 
for the highest truth to be spread in every direction. 

From these words I am trying to show this truth, namely, that with 
the exception of the one religion, all others cannot lead human beings to 
salvation because truth is one everywhere, even though many false claims 
arise. 

A person who really knows the place of the sun, says that it belongs 
to the fourth heaven. But there are a lot of mistakes concerning its real 
location: some say it is one way, others, yet another way. 
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In order to properly hit the target, an expert archer must hit the 
target right in the middle of it. If the target is not hit, the arrow flies past 
it, and a clear miss occurs; this is also the case when one hits inside the 
target a bit to the left or to the right, or above or below it. It is the same 
thing when one aims at hitting the target of pure truth. Since the 
Supreme Being himself gave the only one religion, those who hit the side 
of falsehood, hit the lower part of the target, which is hell; there is only 
the appearance of religion, but in reality there is no room for it. Once 
again, it was necessary for the Supreme Being himself to give and teach 
the path of the doctrine that leads to salvation, namely the religion that 
leads people to the Great Blessedness. If it was the Supreme Being who 
gave it and taught it, he will cause the light of pure truth to shine even 
brighter. 

You have said that there are many religions and that they all procure 
salvation to everyone without distinction, leading people to the Great 
Blessedness. This is why you claim that all religions have been given and 
taught by the Supreme Being himself, and that they all radiate the light of 
truth. 

My mind is troubled, but you, my good friend, be patient, and do not 
get anxious or upset; I will now give you the antidote to your erroneous 
ideas. 

If it was the Supreme Being who taught all religions, please compare 
the belief system and praxis of all religions. If indeed it was true that the 
Supreme Being has taught all religions, it would appear that he speaks 
opposite languages and is in contradiction with himself, both in theory 
and practice. But this is absurd and repugnant to the truth; thus, your 
view cannot be according to the truth. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


How is it possible to compare the various claims of the many 
religions and discover if one of them speaks falsely? 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


I beg you to consult the sacred texts of all religions. The Jews have a 
sacred text called the Talmud. In it, we read something to this effect: 
“The Supreme Being until now has never come into this world in a 
manner that is clearly visible to all, even though he will soon.” According 
to the Gospel, the sacred text of the Christians, around 1716 years ago 
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the Supreme Being has come one time in this world in a way that was 
clearly visible to all by assuming a human nature, and then returned to 
heaven. The Quran, the sacred text of Muslims, says something like this: 
“The Supreme Being has never come into this world in a visible way and 
never will.” In a sacred Indian text written in Sanskrit, and in the Tibetan 
sacred text called Padma thang yig’ we read: “The Supreme Being has 
come into the world many times, and will do so again.” 

These four books are the roots of all the major religions. As you hear 
the statements made in these texts, let me ask you this. There are four 
men sitting before you. One says: “Here in Tibet there is only one 
sovereign: Jin gir Khan, king and ruler who fulfills the role of son of 
heaven. There are no other kings beside him. The ministers of his court 
and the Tibetan people all respect and obey him.” Another man says: 
“Here in Tibet there is Jin gir Khan, king and ruler: he is one of many 
other rulers and kings of our country.” A third person says: “Here in 
Tibet, neither in the present, the past, nor in the future there has ever 
been a king.” The fourth one says: “In Tibet we have never had a king. 
Our people have no master and enjoy full independence. But at some 
point in the future, even in Tibet there will be a king of supreme power.” 

Having heard all four men, what are you inclined to think? Have they 
all spoken words of truth or only one has? 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Of the four, only the first man spoke adequately. The other three 
have spoken falsely, and did not know what they were talking about. We 
need to reproach them and set their comments aside. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Listen then with a devout heart. Let us apply to the Christian religion 
the example of the first man. He said: “Here in Tibet there is only one 
sovereign: Jin gir Khan, king and ruler who fulfils the role of the ‘son of 


38 This text was a biography of Padmasambhava written in the eight century and 
discovered by Orgyen Lingpa, in the fourteenth century. Another eight-century 
biography of Padmasambhava written by his consort, the princess Yeshe Tsogyal, is 
available in English translation with the title The Lotus-Born: The Life Story of 
Padmasambhava (Rangjung Yeshe Publications; Third Edition, July 16, 2004). 
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heaven.’ There are no other kings beside him. The ministers of his court 
and the Tibetan people all respect and obey him.” 

Please notice how the Christian religion mirrors this situation: the 
Supreme Being has come into this world only once, in a clearly visible 
way, assuming human nature; he then returned to heaven. 


He who was the only salvation of living beings has been rejected and had 
his human body tortured by the devil. He is the Glorious One leading us 
to our proper end, and he protects our hearts’ hopes. No one can fight 
against all demons; He is the only one who has subjugated and tied them 
all up. He is the only one who has opened the door of all heavenly 
blessings. He is the only one who has opened the way to the Great 
Blessedness, after human beings lost it: his name is Jesus Christ. No one 
is victorious, except him. To him human beings must address their 
prayers and worship. To him human beings owe their devotions and 
hearts’ trust. 


Now, let us apply to the religion of the Indians and of the Kashmiri 
the example of the second man. The second man said: “Here in Tibet 
there is Jin gir Khan, king and ruler: he is one of many other rulers and 
kings of our country.” Thus, it is as if Indians and Tibetans were saying: 
“The Supreme Being has come several times in this world in a visible way 
to everyone and will come again.” 

Let us apply the doctrine of the Muslims to the example of the third 
man. The third man said: “Here in Tibet, neither in the present, nor in 
the past, nor in the future, there has ever been a king.” Thus, according 
to them, the Supreme Being has never come on earth, nor will he ever 
come in a visible way. 

Let us apply to the religion of the Jews the example of the fourth 
man, who said: “In Tibet we have never had a king. Our people have no 
master and enjoy full independence. But at some point in the future, even 
in Tibet there will be a king of supreme power.” Thus, it is as if the 
religion of the Jews said: “The Supreme Being until now has not come 
into the world in a visible manner for everyone to see, but one day he 
will.” 

Of all these four men, only one spoke truthfully; the other three did 
not and just spoke nonsense. Thus, among these four religions, only one 
is true; the others speak falsely and lead to perdition. 

Since the Supreme Being taught only one religion, the others have 
been taught by the devil and they place obstacles on the attainment of 
human beings’ final goal. This is why only one religion may lead us to 
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salvation; the others are gates to hell, in which there is no possibility of 
liberation. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Your words are very powerful. If I pay attention, I should no longer 
have erroneous opinions on this matter. If the light of heaven descends 
into the depth of one’s heart, these words of truth will act as a powerful 
antidote to falsehood for all Tibetans, great and small, without 
distinctions, lay people included; unless they place obstacles in their 
hearts, they will convert to the true religion. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


In order to hold on tight to that most useful truth that never 
disappears, listen to yet one more example. 

The sun dispels the darkness of the night; how many lights like it are 
there in the sky? We all know there are not many, not two, but only one. 
Before you, sit four men. The first says: “From the horizon, only one sun 
rises.” We agree with that man, because he speaks the truth. The second 
man says: “There are several suns in the sky, shining down the earth.” 
This view is incorrect, mistaken and thus needs to be rejected. The third 
person says: “There is no sun shining its light down on earth.” This view 
too is not true either, and is frustrating to hear. The fourth man says: 
“Until now there has been no sun, but in the future there will be one.” 
This person as well does not have a right mind and speaks falsely. 

Now, since the sacred texts of the religion of Christians, Muslims, 
Jews, Indians and Tibetans do not agree with one another, but instead 
uphold mutually contradictory doctrines, it is logical to say that among 
them only one is the true one; the others speak falsely and lead to 
perdition. This is why, since the Supreme Being himself has taught one, 
the others have been taught by the devil and are an obstacle to the 
attainment of the end. This is why only one religion leads to salvation; the 
others are gateways to hell, in which there is no possibility of liberation. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 
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I praise you and commit myself to be your disciple, as you are a great 
discoverer of a truth that has remained hidden until now.” 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Time has come to destroy the aforementioned opinions. There are 
many doorways to Lhasa, but they all have one direction. Chinese come 
from the East; Mongols and Russians from the North; Europeans, 
Kashmiri and Armenians come from the West; Indians and Nepalese 
from the South. They are eight different people, but they have one 
destination, namely the Middle Kingdom, where they all converge. The 
land where one attains salvation and reaches the Great Blessedness does 
not have many doors, nor various directions, but only one road, only one 
door and only one direction. This road, this door, this direction is the 
pure truth. The false doors, and the misleading and evil roads, both lead 
to the infernal region, in which there is no possibility of liberation. 

Of all existing religions, only one is the emanation of light and pure 
truth; the others lie and lead to perdition. For this reason, the Supreme 
Being, of his own will, has gifted us with the path that leads to perfect 
“enlightenment;” he gave us the door of salvation that safely leads human 
beings to the attainment of salvation in the most pure Great Blessedness. 
Thus, there are not many religions, not even two, but only one. 


THE TRUE AND PURE RELIGION IS ONE AND ONLY. THE 
OTHER RELIGIONS ARE FALSE AND OBSTACLES IN THE 
UNDERSTANDING OF THE TRUTH. 

FOR THIS REASON THERE IS ONLY ONE RELIGION 
LEADING HUMAN SOULS TO SALVATION, TO THE REALM 
OF THE GREAT BLESSEDNESS. 


3? The sect of the rnin ma pa (Nyingma) included among its sacred texts many works 
that were mysteriously recovered and reputed to have been written by 
Padmasambhava, who then hid them. Others saw them as the works of some deity of 
learned lama. They are believed to have been hidden so as not to be destroyed by 
heretics or because they were meant to be found at a later opportune moment. Those 
who discovered these texts were called gter ston: the discoverers of hidden treasures. 
Desideri puts this term in the mouth of the Tibetan interlocutor, who applies it to the 
figure of the missionary because he discovered the treasures of truth that had been 
hidden until then. 
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OTHER RELIGIONS, ON THE CONTRARY, LEAD TO 
PERDITION, TO THE HELLISH REGION IN WHICH THERE IS 
NO POSSIBILITY OF LIBERATION. 
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Chapter Fourteen 


The learned man is satisfied. He displays joy for having found the truth. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


I have clearly understood everything you said. I cannot advance any 
objection, nor introduce any contrary views. The eye of my mind, which 
before could not see, is now open. The darkness of my heart, as it 
dwelled in error, has now been replaced with a bright light. Until now, 
with the eye of my mind closed and a heart full of darkness, I was like a 
brute animal. Coarse and ignorant people have the understanding of 
beasts and dumb animals. Because of the lies I was taught by those who 
deceived me, I have been wondering upside down” towards the terrible 
crevice of damnation. 


Due to the intensity of suffering, my heart is torn. 

Thanks to the power of repentance, my body and soul are now aligned. 

A downpour of tears falls on my soul from the top of my mind; these 
tears are the means of repentance of a heart that has dwelled in error for 
so long. 

At last, I was able to wash away in one clean sweep all my mental 
impurities. 

My mind and my soul have turned very white, like a pure crystal. 

They now shine like the sun. 


There is a treasure in falsehood, lacking the perfection of ambrosia; 
there is also a treasure in the truth, full of the perfection of one’s eye’s 
tears. Now, I too will become your companion in spreading this truth. 
The Supreme Being himself, out of his own will, has gifted us with the 
path of pure truth in order to make us attain enlightenment; he also 
gifted us with the path of pure virtue in order to make us attain salvation. 

There are not many religions; there are not even two, but one and 
only one. The land one traverses in order to attain salvation, which is the 
great, most pure Blessedness, is a land that does not have many doors or 
directions; it is a land that has only one path, only one direction and only 


4 As mentioned before, those who are to be reborn in a hellish region or in the realm 
of hungry ghosts are described as walking on their heads. 
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one door. This direction, this door and this path are the truths given us 
by the Glorious One (the Supreme Being).” 

Among the many religions that exist today only one radiates the light 
of pure truth; the others, teaching false words, lead to perdition. 

But now, my great teacher and lama, in order to bring our 
conversation to an end, I beg you to reveal to me another great mystery. 
Of all religions that exist in the world, which one was given to man by 
the Supreme Being? Which ones were taught by the deceiving and evil 
demon to humankind? Which one corresponds to truth? Which one 
speaks false words? 

These religions disagree as to what path needs to be followed; so, I 
ask, which path leads a man’s soul to the land of salvation? Which one 
leads a man’s soul to hellish regions? Which one needs to be embraced, 
and which ones need to be rejected? 

The most pure and Great Blessedness cannot be found only by 
thinking, but must be purchased by a man as if he was a merchant; the 
coin used to buy it, is man’s behavior according to the religion given by 
the Supreme Being himself, and according to its true and most pure 
teachings. The coin used to purchase residence in the hellish regions, in 
which there I no hope of liberation, is man’s behavior according to the 
teaching of false words, which set up obstacles to salvation. 

The Supreme Being, who sees everything and observes everything in 
a perfect manner, and who knows everything that is to be known, cannot 
be deceived by false reasoning. When we die, we go naked and alone to 
an unknown land. The goods we have acquired with so much mental and 
bodily effort, as well as our own loved ones, who were so close to us in 
this life, will not come with us. What will come with us is the behavior 
according to true religion, which is the only thing that matters when the 
time to die comes; likewise, what will come with us is sinful behavior 
according to false words that set up obstacles, which is the only thing that 
will hurt us when the time to die has come. 

When human souls are lead into the other world, they cannot arrive 
in the land of salvation without paying their admission with a good coin, 
namely with a behavior stemming from the true religion. Those who 
follow falsehood and are opposed to the truth, at the moment of death 


4l The words “land” and “path” are constantly used in Buddhism to indicate the 
practice of virtue or belief in a doctrine: thus, we have the eight fold path and the ten 
lands of perfection usually referred to as states or degrees of mental progression. In 
his analogy, Desideri compares the Christian religion to a land that only has one 
path: the land leads to salvation and the path to truth. 
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are cast into hell by the Supreme Being, who is our judge. When the soul 
of man displays a behavior in accordance with the doctrine of the most 
pure truth as it has been given by the Supreme Being himself, it attains 
great merit and a perfect destiny. 

To such soul the Supreme Being will say: “You have forsaken 
darkness and followed the light with your heart. You have rejected 
deception and followed the truth, finding your joy in it. You have 
abandoned the narrow path of perdition built by the devil; you have 
followed the pure religion of virtue built by me: come close to me, into 
the most pure Great Blessedness!” 

Those who have great and precious souls, free of desires and 
attachments, who give up the pleasant things of the ever changing world 
(things that are false companions in this life’s journey) and who have 
severed the attachment to this life, without care for the present and for 
their bodies — for these people, at the moment of death, all suffering 
having ceased and all miseries and difficulties having vanished, 
blessedness, happiness and beatitude will arise, endlessly and forever. 
Unimaginable joy! Everything that one desires and needs, everything that 
is the object of hope and still uncertain in this life, will be actualized, arise 
from itself and never come to an end. 


Life is short and does not last long, 
like the stars at sunrise. 

Suffering is short and is dissolved 
like a sudden lightening. 


You have made me truly happy, and for that I am eternally grateful! 
Thus, my great lama and teacher, please allow me to ask you: “Among so 
many false and true coins, which one is true, which one is false? In all 
religions there are those who speak false words, and those who speak the 
truth. Which one is the only true one, and which one speaks false words? 
Which one leads a man’s soul to salvation? Which one leads him to 
perdition?” 

While playing a game, a person may make a mistake without realizing 
it: this is not of big consequence. A merchant who has incurred a loss as 
a result of his own mistake becomes more attentive and is able to make 
up for it. However, if a man’s soul, failing to distinguish between good 
and evil, makes a mistake and renounces good in exchange for evil, the 
consequence of this mistake is a fatal one: he becomes a prisoner in a hell 
in which there is no possibility of liberation. 
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There is no way to overcome this evil until the obstacle is removed. 
When a man’s life has reached its end, it is useless to convey to him our 
condolences. Once life is over, it is useless to always have had everything 
one always yearned for, lacking for naught. It is useless for a man to have 
been a great king, having ruled supreme over all the continents, and 
having had no competitors in this world, if after his death he loses the 
homeland of salvation and falls into hell; everything he has enjoyed and 
done is past and useless. It is like being offered water, wine and great 
tasting foods in our sleep: they are nothing but a dream and an illusion; 
once we wake up, we realize we have been dreaming and have neither 
partaken of them, nor drunk that water and wine, because they did not 
really exist.” 

Thus, I cry before you with a heart full of grief; having prostrated 
myself at your feet, my great lama and teacher, noble sun who dispels 
darkness, I will ask you: “Among so many false and true coins, which one 
is true, which one is false? In all religions there are those who speak false 
words, and those who speak the truth. Which one is the only true one 
and which ones speak false words? Which one leads a man’s soul to 
salvation? Which one leads him to perdition?” Until I am given answers 
that are useful to my soul and mind, I will not depart from you. 

Your wisdom is full knowledge, gained as a result of much study. 
The wisdom of the wise is like the light of the sun and the moon; such 
light shines forth from your mind. I think you know the essence of all 
truth. Your deep insight knows everything, and is free of error; therefore 
your uttermost concern is to be useful to all living beings. You have come 
here to spread the religion that brings salvation to Tibet, and to turn 
people’s minds to the true religion. In order to do this, you have given 
everything up: your country, friends, parents, riches. You have 
successfully traveled on perilous paths both by sea and land. You have 
overcome countless difficulties and frightening obstacles: this is 
inconceivable! There is no point in telling you to go back where you came 
from. 

Thus, due to all the above mentioned reasons, when you give me 
advice and impart various teachings, I have no doubts: all your 
suggestions are helpful to attain salvation. 

I gladly receive your advice and your kind words: I am neither crazy 
nor lacking common sense, like a brute animal. The understanding of 


# This simile was used by Tsongkhapa in his great work, though instead of foods 
that are being dreamed of he uses the simile of foods that are painted. 
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religion is now clear in the depth of my heart, that light that distinguishes 
between good and evil, truth and falsehood. 

As I was wrapped in the darkness of ignorance until now, I have 
finally come to recognize that the religion that I have practiced leads to 
perdition. Thus, I am not going to waste any more time and I never cease 
to reflect and do exactly the opposite, just like a man running away from 
a poisonous snake or from the fire that threatens to devour him. Out of 
his will, the Supreme Being himself has given the true doctrine and the 
religion that leads to salvation: I want to practice this religion with a 
devout heart. People can say what they want, but I am content and 
happy. They can accuse me of being crazy, brainless, but I must insist: I 
am happy. They can say that I failed in my obligations and that I am a 
spawn of the devil: I am still happy and content. I do not say: “I swear 
it”, but I am happy, indeed; let people say whatever they want! Man’s 
voice does not cause fear, but the law of the Glorious Supreme Being is 
able to produce it. 

When I will die, the Supreme Being, the judge of the living and the 
dead, will give me his grace and say to me: “Be confident because you 
have acted according to my precepts: you have vanquished the devil and 
practiced the true religion according to my will. The time has come for 
you to receive your reward: enter into the land of the Great Blessedness!”’ 

At that time, the wind will sweep away people’s reproaches and the 
happiness that knows no end will set in. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


If people had good hearts as yours, hell would be empty and heaven 
would be filled with souls. I offer worship and countless praises to the 
Supreme Being for bestowing special favors to you, and I thank him 
because he gave you this great joy. Having conformed your soul to the 
truth is a sign you will obtain salvation. 

But now I must answer your question. 

I could teach you and have you listen to me day in and day out, but if 
I did that, unless the Supreme Being was to speak to your heart at that 
moment, my words would have no power and be carried away by the 
wind. For this reason, the two of us need to offer prayers for the next 
three days to the Supreme Being, with tears in our eyes, being like 
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brothers. At the end of the third day,” I would like for you to come back 
to see me. Then I will teach you the religion according to will of the 
Supreme Being, the true religion that leads to salvation. 


AFTER RENOUNCING THE DOCTRINE LEADING TO 
PERDITION, BECAUSE IT WAS FABRICATED BY THE DEVIL, 
WHO PUTS OBSTACLES ON OUR PATH, ONE MUST 
DEVOUTELY PRACTICE THE HOLY AND TRUE RELIGION 
THAT WAS GIVEN TO ALL MEN BY THE GLORIOUS 
SUPREME BEING, IN ORDER TO LEAD THEM TO 
SALVATION. 


4 A possible reference to the two days (Friday and Saturday) that Desideri used to 
spend in prayer before the arrival of the Capuchins. 
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Chapter Fifteen 


The true religion leads to salvation. The first and greatest sign that a religion is true, is 
that it leads to salvation. The prophet Daniel was saved because he dwelled in the 
truth. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


There will never be a more joyous sun than this! 

A sun that naturally possesses the round shape of merit; 

A sun that sheds light with the five rays of a good omen; 

A sun that shines on me from the depth of heaven; 

A sun that radiates from itself the pure truth; 

A sun that dispels the darkness of my ignorance; 

A sun that shows the perfect round form of pure religion; 

A sun that opens up the door of salvation, which until now remained 
shut; 

A sun that closed the door of hell, which until now was open wide; 
A sun that destroys demons, fabricators of lies; 

A sun that places the Supreme Being at the center of one’s heart; 
A sun that receives the blessing of the Supreme Being. 


Thus, my great lama and teacher, you did me the favor you had 
promised and committed yourself to bestow on me. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The question you have posed to me presents a danger and a 
difficulty we must avoid. If I answer the way you have asked me to, my 
mouth will utter pure and true words; however, after I do that, a doubt 
will arise in your mind. If I offer you gold, you could say: “It’s mud!” If I 
offer you a medicine, you could say: “It is a bad poison!’ When 
difficulties atise, we need some means to overcome them. In this case let 
us use as an example the prophet Daniel. 

[I will now quote Daniel 14: 2-21 directly, instead of Desideri’s summary 
of it] 


Now, in Babylon there was an idol called Bel, to which twelve bushels of 
the finest flour, forty sheep and six measures of wine were offered every 
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day. The king venerated this idol and used to go and worship it every day. 
Daniel, however, worshipped his own God. 'Why do you not worship 
Bel? the king asked Daniel. 'I do not worship idols made by human 
hand,' Daniel replied, 'I worship the living God who made heaven and 
earth and who is lord over all living creatures.’ "Do you not believe, then,' 
said the king, 'that Bel is a living god? Can you not see how much he eats 
and drinks each day?’ Daniel laughed. "Your Majesty,' he said, 'do not be 
taken in; he is clay inside, and bronze outside, and has never eaten or 
drunk anything.’ This made the king angry; he summoned his priests, 
"Tell me who eats all this food,' he said, 'or die. Prove to me that Bel 
really eats it, and I will have Daniel put to death for blaspheming him.' 
Daniel said to the king, 'Let it be as you say.' There were seventy of these 
priests, to say nothing of their wives and children. The king went to the 
temple of Bel, taking Daniel with him. The priests of Bel said to him, 'We 
shall now go out, and you, Your Majesty, will lay out the meal and mix 
the wine and set it out. Then, lock the door and seal it with your personal 
seal. If, when you return in the morning, you do not find that everything 
has been eaten by Bel, let us be put to death; otherwise let Daniel, that 
slanderer!' They were thinking -- hence their confidence -- of a secret 
entrance which they had made under the table, and by which they came 
in regularly and took the offerings away. When the priests had gone and 
the king had set out the food for Bel, Daniel made his servants bring 
ashes and spread them all over the temple floor, with no other witness 
than the king. They then left the building, shut the door and, sealing it 
with the king's seal, went away. 

That night, as usual, the priests came with their wives and children; they 
ate and drank everything. The king was up very early next morning, and 
Daniel with him. 'Daniel, said the king, 'are the seals intact?’ "They are 
intact, Your Majesty,’ he replied. The king then opened the door and, 
taking one look at the table, exclaimed, 'You are great, O Bel! There is no 
deception in you!' But Daniel laughed; and, restraining the king from 
going in any further, he said, "Look at the floor and take note whose 
footmarks these ate!’ 'I can see the footmarks of men, of women and of 
children,’ said the king, and angrily ordered the priests to be arrested, 
with their wives and children. They then showed him the secret door 
through which they used to come and take what was on the table. The 
king had them put to death and handed Bel over to Daniel who 
destroyed both the idol and its temple. 


Just as that noble and holy prophet did, so do I now cast ashes 
before you. Let various religions walk back and forward over the ashes; 
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after they have done so, observe the difference between the footprints, as 
well as to whom they belong. At that point, light will shine in your 
conscience and you will understand the difference between all the 
religions. 

I will not reply to your question. You yourself will say: this doctrine 
leads to perdition; that religion says lies; that one was fabricated by the 
deceiving devil. It is the Supreme Being, out of his own will, who really 
saves men’s souls through the path of pure virtue and pure truth, namely 
through the one religion leading to salvation. The meaning and reason for 
what has been said is like a key to open the lock of a door firmly shut, 
and the sign to distinguish between true and false, good and evil. I put 
this sign in the grasp of your mind. Any religion that has this complete 
and perfect sign, is the religion that leads to salvation; any religion that 
does not have it, is a doctrine leading to perdition, made up of false 
words and fabricated by the devil. 

As I have sad, among all the various religions, the one that has this 
perfect, complete and unique sign is the only one that leads to salvation 
according to the will of the Supreme Being. 


A SIGN IS GIVEN IN ORDER TO DISTINGUISH BETWEEN 
DARK FALSEHOOD AND THE TRUTH, OR BETWEEN 
RELIGION AND NON-RELIGION. 
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Chapter Sixteen 


The signs of the authentic, true religion: it makes people know and serve God, it helps 
human beings; and it does not foster passions, but rather teaches people how to subdue 
them. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


In the beginning, the Supreme Being who is the great and only 
Master of all beings, the Incomparable One, created all things. We need 
to have a certain knowledge of the perfect, sublime and true religion, 
which was established by the Supreme Being’s will. This religion is the 
only one to bestow the virtue that leads human souls to salvation, and is 
the only support of a devout person. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Many times I am amazed at this fact: most of our sacred texts report 
countless and exaggerated praises and honors attributed to this person 
and that person, and yet there is not even one text that praises the 
Supreme Being, Lord of all, even in passing. 

A made up doctrine calls its founder “ineffable;” and yet if you read 
over and over again such doctrine, you will never come across this view, 
namely that the Supreme Being has himself given humankind the true 
religion. 

The majority of ceaseless prayers have always being addressed by 
everybody, young and old, alone or in a group, to this or that deity: but 
no prayers are addressed to the Supreme Being, the only Lord of all; 
there is no one who honors him. People often mention respected names 
with devotion, but they never mention the Supreme Being, except in 
oaths that have no good use for their souls.” 

When in great danger they consult with each other and pray with all 
their hearts to this or that deity and even make offerings to the devil - a 


“ Tibetans make oaths by saying: “This is as true as the three jewels exist.” The 
three jewels are Buddha, dharma and sangha. When taken together they are as sacred 
to Tibetans as God is to monotheistic religions. 
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shameful and evil thing to do! -, and yet no one offers prayers to the One 
Lord of mercy, and no one remembers him. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Once again, let me repeat to you: the religion of salvation that the 
Supreme Being has given us of his own accord, must teach man to 
understand in a very specific way the instructions and commands issuing 
from him. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Many times I wonder about this. The greater part of countless sacred 
texts tell pleasant and joyful stories that have been invented to amuse and 
entertain children. However, we cannot find in them, despite their very 
detailed explanations, any of the commands given to man by the Supreme 
Being. 

The Supreme Being is the Great Lord of all people. All men’s souls 
are his servants, even if they are born in a royal household; pleasant 
stories about them only increase men’s ignorance. But now the Supreme 
Being addresses man as a master addresses the servants around him: in 
other words, he gives his commandments as he pleases, and with 
authority too. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The religion bestowed by the Supreme Being is sublime; however, 
since human beings are weak, he has also given them helps. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


I often wonder. The Supreme Being, of his own accord, in order to 
shine his light on the darkness of ignorance, has given a religion that 
leads human souls to salvation; great and sublime truths that are naturally 
hidden; as well as gracious helps to discover what ignorant people do not 
yet know. 
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Due to human ignorance, what has been discovered is not readily 
understood; however a day will soon come when everybody will 
understand and hear the truth. 

There is not even a teacher who explains the reasons for this, and 
out limited power of comprehension cannot understand the nature of 
man’s soul. Soon or later difficulties will arise on the path of virtue; soon 
one will feel tired and collapse. 

The spiritual condition of all souls has worsened. Among the people 
there is no one who lives according to the true religion; no one is able to 
give the grace and joy of healing another man’s soul. Pleasant food is 
mixed with the poison of bad tendencies. Countless souls fall back again 
into the sickness of sin; no one ever frees himself from it. 

There are many teachers imparting second-rate knowledge and many 
physicians taking care of the body’s diseases; but there is no teacher who 
teaches the wisdom of virtue, or heals the diseases of sin. 

Those who follow human invented religions go around like brute 
animals, and no one is able to lead them where they should go. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Man is a composite of body and soul. Man’s soul is consciousness, 
without a cause,” without matter, and endowed with light nature. 

Everything that is produced by a cause (e.g., the body) is of an 
inferior nature. The soul is superior to what is united to a cause; it rises 
upwards, and with wings of consciousness it flies up into heaven’s 
depths. Once the target of virtue has been hit, nature gives up its 
mundane activities and the joyous soul endeavors to grasp everything it 
needs to attain eternal salvation. 

The body, after death, joins the earth, and is surrounded by dust; 
thus, a nature that is heavy per se, tends to gravitate down to the earth 
instead of rising up to heaven. The body cannot lift itself up and falls 
down into sinfulness, becoming filled with evil thoughts. Because of this, 
the Supreme Being has given us a religion that saves human beings, 
allowing them to safely and surely attain salvation. 


4 Desideri uses the expression “without a cause” which was previously referred to 
angels. He meant to say that the soul is not caused by a previous phenomenon like all 
other things, but it is crated directly by God as immaterial, which is to say, spiritual 
and immortal. 
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Even if it cries out and calls for help, the body, having been defeated 
and subdued, eventually decays; then, one day the soul will lift it up to 
heaven, away from earth, provided it is found rooted in the teachings of 
the pure religion. 

Man is a composite of body and soul. In the domain of the body, the 
soul needs to be the leader and the body must obey the soul’s will and be 
its servant; this is another sign of truth. Any religion that does not subdue 
man’s body hurls the body/soul composite into an abyss; such religion is 
not a real religion, but a system of perdition invented by the devil. Man is 
a composite of soul and body; the body is like a horse, and the soul like 
its rider. Man’s body is a horse as fierce as a raging fire that you were not 
able to tame; the good soul of man is like a rider on top of its mount. 

Now let me ask you this, so that you may come to know the truth. If 
you are riding a fierce horse and someone says to you: “A precious mind 
is not afraid to go for a ride: let the horse be free to go where it wants to, 
up and down. Do not close any gate; it is the horse who must decide how 
and where to go.” And afterwards, another man says to you: “Do not let 
your conscience trust such advice: it is not in your best interest. Keep the 
bridle in the left hand and the whip in the right one: when the horse 
gallops the wrong way, pull the bridle and send him in the right direction. 
If the horse feels tired and does not want to go, at first let him act in such 
way, but eventually hit its sides repeatedly with the whip. If the horse 
goes out of course, pull him back onto the path and keep hitting him. 
You must subdue that fierce horse, since it cannot govern itself. The way 
it rides, is up to you: a man must assert his will and power to make the 
animal obey.” 

As you can see, these two men do not agree: which one is worse than 
an enemy, and which one is worth listening to? 

The first man is a deceiving enemy, a liar who speaks falsely; the 
second man leads you to your destination; his words are like a shining 
lantern on your path. 

Look at all religions with the eye of wisdom. If a religion is cheerful 
and pleasant but promotes gluttony and places too much satisfaction in 
taking care of a man’s body, this reveals that it sets up obstacles and leads 
to perdition. 

A religion that provides various means and helps is a useful, 
beneficial religion; after promoting tough discipline it protects human 
souls and subdues the body, thus purifying bodies and souls from all 
impurities. This is a sign that this religion agrees with pure truth, and a 
sign that it leads to men’s salvation. 
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THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


A body that does not know suffering and difficulties, finds pleasure 
and joy in following what gives it satisfaction. If you study its 
countenance, it is always peaceful. However, when every day’s needs and 
wants are met, and one does not obey the commands of right reason, 
which is the guardian of divine commands, then activities and 
attachments, which hold a great power over us, make us follow the ways 
of evildoers and lead us to disobey our conscience and the true religion. 
At that point, one starts criticizing religion; one fails to understand the 
reason why we need to eradicate attachment, and ends up sinning a lot, 
which eventually leads a person to damnation: this is how we may 
become dark souls, inherit a dark legacy, and become a smelling corpse in 
hell. 

Light and darkness, day and night, cold and heat cannot co-exist. A 
vety dark body, covered in the filth of sin, cannot have a friendly 
relationship with a white soul, shining in purity: in this case both body 
and soul are slowly turned into demons. And those who are in darkness 
cannot enter in the most pure Great Blessedness, but rather tumble down 
into the dark realm of hell. 


THE SIGN THAT A RELIGION EMPOWERS A PERSON TO 
ATTAIN THE ELNLIGHTENMENT THAT COMES FROM PURE 
TRUTH CONSISTS IN WHETHER OR NOT IT RETAINS THE 
FOLLOWING PERFECTIONS: 


1) PERFECTION IN KNOWLEDGE OF THE SUPREME 
BEING. 

2) PERFECTION IN TEACHING THE PRECEPTS THAT 
CONSTITUTE THE PURE RELIGION OF THE SUPREME 
BEING. 

3) PERFECTION IN THE ABILITY OF SUBDUING THE 
BODY AS A SERVANT, THROUGH VARIOUS DIVINE 
HELPS, AND TO PROTECT THE SOUL. 
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Chapter Seventeen 


Signs of a false religion: if it contains even one evil precept; if it teaches vice disguised as 
virtue; if the life of its founder was not perfect in every regard. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The Supreme Being, who is most pure, without spot or blemish, 
perfect in all things, eliminates all impurities, subdues negativity, and 
straightens what is crooked. It is necessary that the Supreme Being 
himself reveal the religion that produces enlightenment and leads human 
souls to salvation. 

If the Supreme Being produces and gives himself the pure religion, 
such religion is spotless in every regard, perfect and pure; it eliminates all 
impurities, subdues negativity and straightens what is crooked. This word 
is like a lamp that shines a light around itself. Observe all religions with 
the eye of right reason. The commands of the religion that leads to 
salvation ate vittuous; but as far as vice is concerned, there is neither 
order nor consolation in it, but only deceptive appearance of virtue. 

The words of the religion that leads to salvation are words of truth; 
but as far as error is concerned, there is not even one true word, but only 
appearances. 

The religion that leads to salvation regards error and vice as its 
enemies; it subdues them, slams the door in front of them, and does the 
opposite of what they do; if it did otherwise, it would no longer be the 
religion that leads to salvation. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 
What kind of evil is mixed with the good? What evil is ever 


encouraged and commanded? What do dark and unjust deeds look like? 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 
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Second-rate religions, produced by the devil, do not display their 
dark face, but shamelessly put on masks” of positive virtues, and offer 
impurities and poison that are covered in gold. 

The founder of a religion is a master of deceptions; he is like a 
dishonest merchant. A dishonest merchant deceives people in this 
fashion: all of his inferior-quality silk rolls and second-rate jewels, on 
display for potential buyers, are not kept in an undignified place, but are 
shown in a high, well decorated place, mixed together with other good 
products. Such a founder behaves like an evil and dark demon, insofar as 
it offers poison to human souls; this fact must be kept well in mind. 

Those who have dark souls and engage in sinful behavior would like 
to make other human beings live with an evil poison. However, they do 
not hand out clearly detectable poison, but rather offer poison mixed 
with good food and consequently the danger of death is hidden in 
pleasant and savory food; in this way, they display a behavior that seems 
to be good, though it is evil. This doctrine, produced by evil, is the 
poisonous root of sin. 

This poison of evil behavior, which is deceitful and false, is mixed 
with good behavior and with the light of truth. Let the wisdom of 
knowledgeable people examine various religions, as if under the sun’s and 
the moon’s light. The religion that is influenced by sin is full of foam and 
falsehood, showing signs of a doctrine produced by the devil who leads 
to perdition. 

The precepts of true doctrine are like valuable jewels. The good 
founder of the religion who gives orders and instructions is like a good 
and honest merchant. All those who practice the true doctrine are like 
those who buy worthy goods and pay a fair price. The behavior of those 
who follow the divine precepts is like the price itself. All the teachings of 
the true doctrine are like 
bags of merchandise. The supporter of the true religion is like the 
merchant’s assistant who encourages people to buy. Trust is like teeth, 
and conversion to the true faith is like eating. 

Let the wisdom of knowledgeable people examine under the sun’s 
and the moon’s light all the conflicting precepts and words and decide 
which is the wisest of all religions. 


46 In Tibet there are performances that Buddhism inherited from the Bon religion. 
The actors are always lama. The stories being acted out evoke situations in which 
truth prevailed over error and good over evil. This is why Desideri could say that 
masks symbolize virtues. 
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Only one religion will show its good treasures and jewels, which have 
no blemish and have great value. The other religions will display their 
own treasures and jewels, the good ones mixed with the bad ones, of 
inferior quality; other religions will show common bags of flavorful food, 
mixed with poison. 

Because of this reason among all the various religions, the true one is 
unique; the others speak falsehood and lead to perdition. 

Because of this reason, the religion given by the Supreme Being 
himself is unique; the others are taught by the devil, who places obstacles 
to truth. 

Because of this reason, in order to safely attain salvation, there is 
only one religion; the others are doorways to hell, in which there is no 
possibility of liberation whatsoever. 

If human beings will understand well this word of truth, they will 
acquire many merits; otherwise they will be led to ruin, and be left 
without any means or possibility to attain liberation. This is why I ask you 
to constantly reflect on these words. 

Men, both wise and ordinary, teach things such as these: “In order 
for something to be good and perfect, it is necessary that from the very 
beginning it may be the result of good causes; if there is even one 
defective aspect, what initially appeared to be good, is now recognized as 
evil.” Let me now explain why what I just said is right on target. 

If the forehead, eye-brows, eyes, lips, nose and roundness of one’s 
face are beautiful, the entire face is very pleasant to look at; one never 
tires to look at all the beautiful features of such face. However, if there is 
an apparent defect, or if something is missing, e.g., if the nose is bulbous, 
if the lips are leporine, then the face is neither beautiful nor pleasant to 
look at. 

The same is true of religion; if the words and precepts are in accord 
with the pure virtue and light of wisdom, and if the door is locked to 
inopportune and erroneous deeds, then this religion is the one that leads 
to salvation according to the will of the Supreme Being. 

In religion, the vast part of precepts, words and exhortations are 
commands and discourses of truth meant to convert people to it. But if 
even one false word is spoken, or those commands are associated even 
with one evil behavior, this is enough to consign to the fire the books of 
such religion. 

You must preach in every direction that such religion 


Has not been taught by the Supreme Being; 
It does not lead to salvation; 
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It is not a doctrine of pure truth; 

It is not a doctrine of pure virtue; 

It is not a doctrine that leads to enlightenment; 

It is a religion of perdition leading souls to ruin; 

It is the root of sins and lies; 

It is the product of the devil who places obstacles on man’s path; 
It is the religion of the promoter of impure deeds and evil; 

It is the guide that leads to hell. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


When fire catches on to your clothes, you quickly shake them to put 
it off; if a thorn enters the sole of your foot, you quickly remove it. If a 
doubt arises in your mind, the mind burns (like the clothes) and feels 
stung (like the sole of the foot). 

The books of the founder of my religion [Padmasambhava] are 
innumerable; some have been written under his direction, other have 
been found buried underground.” In them we find many good words, 
friendly words and good advices, together with several precepts and 
teachings to systematize his religion. Among the various topics of this 
religion there are two which present serious difficulties: the suffering of 
countless rebirths, and the abyss of samsara. 

We read in the founder’s biographical accounts that the souls of men 
we encounter here on earth have sometimes been born as animals, and at 
other times as human beings. This is what has been written, but I think 
and feel otherwise. I do not trust such stories and my mind does not 
consent to their truthfulness. 

As Padmasambhava created his own religion, he made several 
prophecies; at the same time, he spoke falsehoods in his realm,” which 


41 There are numerous such texts, and they are almost exclusively rnin ma pa 
(Nyingma). Some of them were written in Sanskrit, others in Padmasambhava’s 
language and then translated into Tibetan. They are almost associated with him, 
either because they refer to his life, or to his prophecies, or his conversations with 
king Trisong Detsen. 

$ The arrival of Padmasambhava in the realm of Tibet marked the beginning of the 
conflict between the followers of the Bon religion and Buddhists, which lasted for 
centuries. Every area of Tibet was believed to be under the domain of a tribal deity, 
called btsan, which acted as a patron and spiritual ruler of the people living in that 
region. Kings were regarded as the reflection on earth of these deities and acted as 
their representatives and intermediaries. As Buddhism denied their existence and 


123 


generated a terrible war occasioned by the different opinions and 
behaviors that had arisen; being very evil himself, this founder taught 
black magic to his disciples, who followed his commands.” 

Anyone who reads or hears about black magic similar to his, 
afterwards feels ashamed. However, that teacher, having taught black 
magic, never felt ashamed of it; on the contrary, he spoke so as to be 
heard by as many people as possible. 

How is it possible to establish a religion after teaching black magic? 
How does one pretend to save human beings after teaching them black 
magic? 

That founder of a religion who taught black magic to Tibet’s people 
was not the Supreme Being, not even an “Enlightened One.” I neither 
pay homage to him, nor offer devotions to him; on the contrary, I find 
fault with him. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Your words contain truth and display the sign of virtue. 


There is no abyss of samsara, 
There is no suffering of countless rebirths. 


opposed these deities, thus depriving a region of the protection of the spirits btsan: 
thus Tibet became defenseless and at the mercy of evil spirits, namely demons 
populating the earth. Padmasambhava declared that he would replace the btsan with 
Buddha: the local btsan allegedly converted to Buddhism and became the executors 
of Buddha’s goodness, continuing to subjugate in his name local demons and 
protecting Tibetans. The king accepted this explanation, but not his court. After all, 
the king was favorable to this new ideas because they freed him from the control of 
the Bon religion, which limited his powers, and made him the protector of the new 
religion, Buddhism. However his ministers and the nobles, who hardly tolerated the 
king’s rule, sided with the Bon religion, enjoying the support of the king’s wife, who 
was an energetic and ambitious woman. They all conspired against Padmasambhava, 
who was accused of nurturing subversive political ambitions. The struggle between 
the two factions was relentless and unfolded in many phases. The Bon party led by a 
powerful minister succeeded in expelling from the local monastery Padmasambhava 
himself. However, Padmasambhava enjoyed his revenge: the minister was buried 
alive and the Bon shamans were sent into exile. This marked the beginning of a long 
series of calamities afflicting Tibet. 

” Desideri in his Relazione conceded that Padmasambhava used magic also to heal 
people and free them from evil spells. 
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Just like a day that has dawned never returns, 

just like flowers that have dried up do not bloom again, 

just like demons who have fallen cannot be restored, 

likewise, when a man’s life reaches its end, his soul does not return to 
earth. 

It is the demon of black magic who gives power to fearsome magic 
formulas. 

Erroneous behaviors and wrong opinions are the enemies of the 
omnipotent Supreme Being, 

ruin human souls and lead them to the realm of hell. 

The Supreme Being never teaches black magic to man; 

anyone who is enlightened des not teach black magic to others;”” 

The Master of black magic is the dark and evil demon. 

These words bring light to the darkness of ignorance; destroy all 
obstacles; help to discriminate between good and evil; and lead souls to 
the path of salvation. 


ALWAYS SPEAKING WORDS OF TRUTH AND GIVING 
PRECEPTS OF PURE VIRTUE ARE SIGNS THAT A RELIGION 
LEADS HUMAN SOULS TO HOLINESS AND SALVATION. ON 
THE CONTRARY, SPEAKING EVEN ONE FALSEHOOD AND 
GIVING SINFUL PRECEPTS ARE SIGNS THAT A RELIGION 
LEADS SOULS TO HELL. 


°° Buddha forbade the use of magic and shunned the pursuit and use of supernatural 
powers. He taught that man’s only concern should be to eliminate suffering and 
rebirths: in order to achieve this, what was needed were meditation and detachment 
from material things. 
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Chapter Eighteen 


More signs that a religion is authentic: the holy life of its founder; the efficacy of its 
precepts in the lives of its followers; the authenticity and universality of its doctrine. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


I beseech you, give me more explanations and tell me whether there 
are yet more signs to recognize the religion that leads to salvation and to 
eternal life, and also whether there are more signs to recognize the 
doctrine that leads to perdition by ruining human souls. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


Examine the behavior of the founder of a religion in the stories of 
his previous births;”’ his deeds must have always been perfectly good and 
just, without blemish, marked with the sign of virtue, all of them good. If 
many of the founder’s deeds are flawed, then everything falls apart. If 
there is a hint of defect and of what is not right, or if they are marked 
with the sign of evil, this suggests that such religion is a product of the 
devil and that it puts obstacles to the attainment of salvation. 

In the vast blue sea, water is infinite and yet it is of no avail to drink 
it because it cannot quench our thirst. Likewise, there is never lack of 
precepts in a religion; on the contrary, there are countless precepts to 
establish people in it. However, if in the previous lives of a founder there 
is no consistent goodness, nor the trait of virtue and perfection, those 
precepts that are meant to make a religion steady are useless indeed. 

In the precepts we may find good, positive, and efficacious elements; 
however, if after bestowing the precept of putting on the armor of 
goodness the founder behaves sinfully and murderously, his precept of 
putting on the garment of patience is useless. Moreover, if after giving 
the precept of never committing murder the founder kills many people 
and is bloodthirsty, his precept is pointless. If after giving the precept of 


`l The Jatakas are stories about previous lives of Buddha and of some other 
bodhisattva. Desideri brings up the topic of their previous lives not because he belies 
in their previous existences, but in order to suggest that if these people in previous 
lives did bad things, they could not be regarded as deities or as holy people sent by 
God. 
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not stealing other people’s property the founder kidnaps someone else’s 
wife, his precept is empty. Finally, if after giving the precept of being 
humble, the founder displays pride in his deeds, his precept rings 
hollow.” 


The sun the shines over the whole world must first itself be filled with 
light; 

The same is true for the fire that warms up all those who approach it; it is 
itself richly endowed with heat. 

If the founder is not living out his religion, he will not be able to enrich 
with it those who follow his teachings. 


Moreover, we must examine the way a religion has become 
widespread and what kind of people follow it. When a religion will spread 
all over the world in every direction, not through the power of 
intimidation but with the light of truth and with the good example of 
pure virtue, this will be a sign that such religion is in accord with pure 
truth. 

If those who ate responsible for a doctrine are intelligent and 
endowed with great wisdom, have good scholarly qualities and are 
knowledgeable, their discussions in pursuit of wisdom will be heard in 
many countries, by everybody. The languages in which such discussions 
will take place may be varied, but their meaning and content will be the 
same. These people are close to each other like a hen to her chicks; they 
agree in mind and action; there are no discrepancies between them. 

If books have been written to ensure that a religion will not fade 
away, this too is a sign that such religion is in accord with pure truth, and 
is an ornament of all the perfections of those who follow it. Those who 
profess deviations from the truth are thieves and murderers of true 
doctrine. The heretic is a thief of healthy doctrine. 

Those who closely follow their religion never abandon it and display 
great courage in defending it. Even if you cut them into pieces, burn 
them alive and rip their skin off, beat them and kill them, in their heart 
they do not abandon or lose faith in their religion; this too is a sign that 
their religion is in accord with pure virtue. 

After the light of truth arises in the depth of their minds, they scatter 
the falsehood that causes perdition, and set their minds on strictly 
practicing their religion; some even abandon their property, others their 
kingdom; others yet, free from all attachments, abandon everything and 


52 A reference to episodes in Padmasambhava’s life. 
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evetybody. This too is a sign that a religion has the power of saving 
human souls. 

Those who preach the teachings of a religion are useful to all living 
beings, teaching everywhere their religion, and endeavoring to spread it; 
they no longer worry about the life of the body, but go as far as risking it. 
Their good thoughts spread everywhere like the immense sky; they 
preserve and increase them, thus enduring physical pain with 
perseverance. Thus, their minds, having become very precious, depart 
from self-centeredness, from one’s country and hometown: they do not 
keep into account various sufferings found in a long journey, and 
overcome countless difficulties. 

This too is a sign that such religion has the power to procure 
salvation. 


That religion has been given by the Supreme Being himself. 
That doctrine dispels the darkness of ignorance. 

That religion has the power to submit all evil demons. 

That doctrine attracts heavenly blessings. 


A good doctor knows the majority of the signs suggesting whether a 
patient will live or die. A good captain of a ship knows the majority of 
signs to know whether a storm is coming or not. 

There is a doctrine that places obstacles to salvation and is a product 
of the devil; and then, there is the religion of pure truth, willed by the 
Supreme Being. The former is a doctrine that leads to a terrible perdition 
by deceiving the mind; the latter is a religion that leads souls to 
enlightenment and to salvation. In order to distinguish one from the 
other, I encourage you to study yourself all these signs. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


When one’s body moves and breathes, and claims to be able to see 
and hear, these are signs that this person is alive. If among all the 
religions there is one in which we find the previously mentioned signs, 
which are well connected and arranged within it, then that religion is in 
agreement with the truth, and is a religion that helps to attain eternal 
salvation. 

Since I myself I do not know all the religions available to man, I am 
unable to know in which religion such signs are to be found and in what 
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religion they are not. How will I be able to know for sure and not be 
plagued by doubts? 

You yourself know all the religions well enough; you have intently 
studied the books of every religion and are able to distinguish truth from 
falsehood, good and evil. Moreover, you do not know how to speak 
falsehood since you have a virtuous mind; you do not know how to hide 
the light of truth since you have a benevolent mind. Thus, I beseech you 
with joint palms and prostrate myself on my knees before you, humbly 
asking you: “Tell me openly: among all religions, which one is the true 
one? Which one leads souls to the Great Blessedness? I am not a lazy 
man, and I will immediately devote myself to it and become committed 
to it, with a devout heart.” 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


If I tell you the truth that I have come to know, in your mind 
complete trust will not arise. Thus, I have resolved to follow another 
approach: in my future dialogues I will continue to expound in the best 
possible way and with a benevolent heart the traditions and teachings of 
the glorious Christian religion.” 

At this time, I am asking you to analyze the difference between the 
Tibetan and the Christian religions with the eye of right reason. Other 
religions are paths that lead to perdition, and products of the devil. They 
are paths leading human souls to ruin, to a hell in which there is no 
longer any hope of liberation. 


THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


Thanks to your great goodness you have done me an exceptional 
favor and enlightened my soul and mind, giving me much comfort; I will 
follow your suggestion. 

The shape of the earth is depicted as a round globe: in it there are 
four continents: Europe, Asia, Africa and America. Europeans ate wise 
people, and all of them, without exception, are faithful to your religion, 
namely Christianity. 


5 Desideri kept his word to continue his conversation about Christian doctrine and 
morality and wrote another work in Tibetan, the Snin po (The Essence of the 
Christian Religion) in the form of a dialogue. 
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Countless people in Africa practice the Christian religion with joyful 
devotion. In the great and precious continent called America the 
Christian religion is very widespread. Here, in Asia, Christianity is 
continuously being spread in every direction. Everywhere, royal families, 
government officials, scholars and people of all classes abandon their 
religions and faithfully embrace the Christian religion. Everywhere there 
are kings and sometimes members of the upper classes and of the local 
populations who invite the Christian missionaries and write Christian 
books, even translating them. Some receive Christian teachings from 
incomparable Christian teachers. How wonderful! The kingdoms of the 
whole world, slowly but steadily, come to embrace the doctrine of the 
Christian religion. 

This is how Christianity has spread, recetving the blessings of the 
Supreme Being, and saving human souls according to his will. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


The day is drawing to a close, and we ought to postpone our 
conversation. If the Supreme Being gives us his blessing, we will 
reconvene tomorrow to continue our mutually beneficial conversation. 

We must discuss about the non-existence of the cycle of samsara and 
the non-existence of rebirths. 


Every man dies, having reached the end of his life; the soul leaves the 
body and no longer comes back to earth. A man will never re-join 
another living body. The body of a man after death is not to be found 
anywhere. Just as the day that has dawned does not return, or as the 
flowers never bloom again after drying out, or as the evil demons are 
no longer restored after their fall from grace, likewise man is no 
longer reborn under the sky, because there is no cycle of rebirths. 


Those who adhere in this life to an erroneous religion that leads to 
destruction, and reject the religion of salvation and of pure truth, in the 
future, without the possibility of defending themselves, will undergo 
punishments and calamities, including unfortunately the never-ending 
disaster of becoming trapped in that hell out of which there is no hope of 
liberation. 
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THE LEARNED MAN WHO SEEKS PURE TRUTH 


It would be false for me to say that I approve of the theory and 
practical implications of the cycle of existences. We need to determine 
whether such theory is in accord with the light of true reason or not. We 
have had many discussions and conversations; after much talk, I am 
asking you to further elucidate and lay out your explanations and reasons 
concerning this matter. 


THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY WHO EXPLAINS THE PURE 
AND TRUE RELIGION 


I bring benefits to human beings according to the will of the 
Supreme Being: I teach better means that are useful to the whole world. 

May the Supreme Being bless my efforts and fulfil my hope. Thus, I 
hope you will all accept me. I come to you willingly to teach and debate. 
We must have more talks and discussions; I am available to do just that. 

It is necessary for me to write a book to destroy the theory and 
practical implications of the cycle of existences (in other words, the 
doctrine of rebirth); I will write this book in Tibetan as soon as possible 
in order to accomplish my goal. 


THE END OF THE BOOK THAT TEACHES THE TRUE AND 
PURE RELIGION OF THE CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY 


THE BYUN KUNS 
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THE ORIGIN OF LIVING BEINGS AND OF ALL THINGS 


I will briefly expound and refute your doctrine according to which all 
living beings and visible things did not have a beginning and have always 
existed. 

On the contrary: all living beings and things have had a limit set by a 
beginning, and depend on a First Cause. 

I will divide the subject matter into two parts. 

The first concerns the First Cause, which has neither beginning nor 
end, is independent and the origin of all living beings and things. 

The second part concerns the notion of sunyata, namely the 
interdependence of phenomena, and in it I will demonstrate how it 
requires an independent First Cause. 
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PART ONE 


CHARACTERISTICS OF THE FIRST CAUSE 


Including three arguments: 


1) The existence of a First Cause, the origin of all things. 


2) The eternity of the First Cause. 


3) The independence of the First Cause, which is its main 
characteristic. 


FIRST ARGUMENT 


THE EXISTENCE OF A FIRST CAUSE, 
THE ORIGIN OF ALL THINGS 


1) The First Cause is the origin of all things: a) necessity of a first mover; b) 
impossibility of an unlimited chain; c) example of the wise men of Tibet; d) 
example of the movement produced by the hand; e) example of the multi- 
links chain. 

First objection: The hand is moved by the body. Reply. 
Second objection: The multi-links chain is round. Reply. 


2) The First Cause is the origin of living beings: a) karma does not explain the 
origin of living beings; b) the arising of living beings requires a First Cause. 


3) The order of things requires an ordering Mind. 


4) The universal consensus of humankind proclaims the existence of a First 
Cause. 
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1) The First Cause is the origin of all things. 


In a book there are countless syllables. Every syllable has its 
particular origin, and yet all together the syllables have a common origin, 
namely the writer. 

In the wall of a house every brick has its particular origin; eventually 
the bricks are assembled together to form walls; thus, bricks and walls 
have a common origin, namely the architect. 

Many rivers flow from the four directions, and lakes are formed 
everywhere. Every lake and river has its proper origin, but all of them 
have a common origin, which is the great ocean. 

In a school many students study various disciplines. The source of 
knowledge for each one of them is their own determination to study and 
their books, however the common source of their studies is the teacher. 

The trees, with their branches, leaves and fruits grow and have their 
particular origin, namely seeds, which also require a common origin, 
namely the whole wide earth. 

In every Tibetan family there is remarkable happiness, which has its 
particular origin in the head of the family; however, we must also 
acknowledge a common origin from which the happiness of every 
Tibetan family derives, namely the precious king of Tibet, who is a 
peerless power and an incomparable majesty.” 

Likewise, the various living beings and all the things of the past, 
present, and future have their particular origin; nonetheless we must 
certainly admit a common origin of the totality of living beings and 
things, as I have suggested with the previous examples. 

Thus, we must admit the following: 


1) A common First Cause for all living beings and all things; 
2) That First Cause, which is common to all living beings and things, 
does not depend on any cause, whether primary, or secondary. 


1 This is inexact: rivers flow into the ocean, not the other way around. 

2 This king was Lha-bza Khan, who ruled Tibet from 1705 to 1717. Impressed by 
Desideri’s natural talents, he allowed the missionary to preach the Gospel and even 
requested to be instructed by him in the tenets of the Christian faith. A few nights 
before Desideri began working on this work, a small army of Mongols besieged 
Lhasa. On November 30, 1717, Lhasa was captured without a shot being fired, with 
the help of traitors within the capital. On December 3™, the Mongols attacked the 
Potala where Lha bza Khan had found refuge. Though the king escaped from a secret 
door, he was caught and killed by his enemies. Desideri was broken-hearted about 
the news. 
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This is a very deep truth indeed, but I will reveal it to you. 
a) Necessity of a First Mover 


I will adopt the method employed by wise men, who, when 
introducing a difficult and very subtle argument, replace a term with 
another one that most people can easily comprehend. 

In our case, the difficult and very subtle argument is the following: 

1) The effect being produced; 

2) The cause producing it; 

3) The very action of producing; 

4) The ensuing effect. 

Now, let us introduce the argument in an easily understandable 
fashion. 

Let us begin with an example. When strong winds are blowing, the 
trees’ branches and leaves are immediately moved. The same thing occurs 
when the action of a cause producing effects is present: immediately, we 
can see effects being produced: whatever is being moved, in order to be 
moved has received the action of a cause moving it. 

So, what we have here are: 

1) The effect, namely being moved; 

2) The cause producing the movement; 

3) The action of the cause moving it; 

4) The effect, namely the ensuing movement. 

“Movement” is the term that I have changed in the above mentioned 
four steps. By using this term, namely “movement,” I will talk to you 
about the origin of things until I have exhausted the topic. 

If at this precise moment something is moving, it is because either it 
moves itself, or it is moved by an external agent 

If it is not moved either by itself or by something else, it does not 
move and remains still. 

Thus, for instance, we see that the movement of a living being is 
imparted by its vital principle. If a body is merely matter, lacking a vital 
principle [e.g, a rock], there is no movement. Therefore, in material 
objects there is no motion unless it is imparted by another agent. 

At this point, let us not use the example of the movement of the 
earth, but aided by the power of intelligence, let us rise together towards 
the sky. If we imagine that the sky as a whole moves over the earth, we 
may regard it as the root-cause of every motion here on earth. 

Now, in the sky we may distinguish the highest level, the 
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intermediate level, and the lowest level.’ The highest level is the motor 
that moves the other two levels. Now let me ask you this: does the 
highest level of the sky, which is the motor imparting movement to the 
others, move thanks to the power of another, or does it move without 
depending on any other? 

If you admit that the highest level does not depend on any other, 
while the other two levels depend on it, you can thereby conceive the idea 
of the existence of a motor that does not depend on any other one. 

With this example I wanted to explain that if there is something that 
moves all other things in such a way that they all depend on it, we thereby 
admit the existence of a common origin of all living beings and things; 
an origin that does not depend on any other cause. 

In other words: a motor that does not depend on any other motor 
means a cause that does not depend on any other cause.’ 

However, someone may object: “That’s fine: the highest level with its 
motion does not depend on any other body; but it still depends for its 
existence on something that has no body and from which it cannot be 
separated. 

To that I would reply: if that being without a body causes the motion 


> This view reflects Tibetan cosmology, which depicted a three-tiered sky believed to 
be inhabited by particular beings. 

4 Desideri uses the basic argument found in Thomas Aquinas’ first way to God, 
namely motion ( Summa Ia, q. 2, art. 3), which I will quote in its entirety: “The first 
and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, and evident to our 
senses, that in the world some things are in motion. Now whatever is in motion is put 
in motion by another, for nothing can be in motion except it is in potentiality to that 
towards which it is in motion; whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it is in act. For 
motion is nothing else than the reduction of something from potentiality to actuality. 
But nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by something in a 
state of actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is 
potentially hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and changes it. Now it is not 
possible that the same thing should be at once in actuality and potentiality in the 
same respect, but only in different respects. For what is actually hot cannot 
simultaneously be potentially hot; but it is simultaneously potentially cold. It is 
therefore impossible that in the same respect and in the same way a thing should be 
both mover and moved, i.e. that it should move itself. Therefore, whatever is in 
motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which it is put in motion be itself 
put in motion, then this also must needs be put in motion by another, and that by 
another again. But this cannot go on to infinity, because then there would be no first 
mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that subsequent movers move only 
inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first mover; as the staff moves only 
because it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is necessary to arrive at a first 
mover, put in motion by no other; and this everyone understands to be God.” 
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of the highest level of the sky, from which it cannot be separated, then it 
is like the soul that causes the body-soul composite to move, yet without 
being separated from it. 

Conversely, if that being without a body causes the highest level of 
the sky to move, from which it can be separated, then it is like a horseman 
who causes the horse to move, from which it can be separated; or else, it 
is like the captain of a boat who causes the boat to move, from which he 
can be separated. Thus, what is endowed with a body and is moved can 
be either inseparable or separable from the immaterial principle moving 
it. 

Now let me ask you this: Is that which does not have a body, able to 
produce a movement or not? 

You are obliged to answer in the affirmative, because even that 
which is bodiless may enjoy movement of the will and movement of 
knowledge, both of which stem from within one’s being, or one’s nature. 

That nature which causes the highest level of the sky to move is 
bodiless, but has the power of movement in virtue of its will. 

Let me ask you another question. 

That bodiless nature that causes the movement of the highest level 
of the sky, which in turn causes the movement of the next two levels — 
does it cause such movement on account of its own intrinsic power, or 
because it is moved by yet another power? If you reply to the first part of 
my question that it does so out of its own intrinsic power, then the sky’s 
highest level’s movement does not depend on any other factor, but only 
on its own intrinsic power. Consequently: 

1) That bodiless nature is the motor of all other things; 

2) Its movement does not depend on any other motor. 

This is how belief in a prime motor of all things arises, whose 
movement does not depend on any other factor. According to this belief: 
a) there is a Common Origin, or First Cause, of all living beings and all 
things; b) this Source does not depend on any other cause, whether 
primary or secondary. 

This Source is the motor of all other motors; it is the motor that 
does not depend on any other motor. I have changed its name from 
“First Cause” to “motor,” to make myself understood better. This First 
Cause is the Origin of all living beings and all things. This Origin does 
not depend on any other cause outside itself. 

However, we still need to address the second part of the question I 
just posed. 


b) Impossibility of an unlimited chain 
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I have established that this bodiless nature, independent of any other 
motor, is the origin of all living beings and of all things of the past, 
present and future. I have called it “motor,” but this name was just a veil 
hiding its nature: now that I have removed the veil, it appears to us as the 
Origin [First Cause] of all things, independent of any other cause. 

The second part of the question which we must now address is this: 
do we really have to accept the fact that this motor is independent, or can 
we claim that it is moved by yet another, which is moved by yet another, 
and so on, without interruptions, without ever reaching the limit of a 
beginning, which is to say, ad infinitum? 

If we agree that it is truly independent, we thereby identify it with 
the First Cause of all things and of all living beings of past, present, and 
future. But if you do not agree that it is independent, absolutely 
independent, then you are mistaken, and your opinion is wrong and 
indefensible. For you say: “We do not admit a motor that moves all 
things, which is independent and not moved by yet another motor; on the 
contrary, we admit a continuous series of motors which without any 
interruptions and ‘without a beginning’ transmit movement from one to 
the next.” 

To that I reply that your view is not right. If it was as you say, we 
would fall in the abyss of Nihilism,’ because there would be no actual 
movement which we see present in all things. This is why. 

If we admit a motor moved by another motor, and so on ad infinitum, 
having said that that the third motor does not move unless moved by the 
second, and that the second does not move unless moved by the first, if 
we take away the first, we also take away the second, the third, and so on, 
until the whole series is taken away; thus, we fall into the abyss of 
Nihilism.° 


` Buddhists, following Buddha’s express teaching, reject two “abysses:” the abyss of 
nihilism, according to which nothing really exists; and the abyss of the absolute, 
which attributes substance to a phenomenon. 

6 Aquinas wrote in his Summa Ia, q.2, art. 3: “Now in efficient causes it is not 
possible to go on to infinity, because in all efficient causes following in order, the 
first is the cause of the intermediate cause, and the intermediate is the cause of the 
ultimate cause, whether the intermediate cause be several, or only one. Now to take 
away the cause is to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among 
efficient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any intermediate cause. But if in 
efficient causes it is possible to go on to infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, 
neither will there be an ultimate effect, nor any intermediate efficient causes; all of 
which is plainly false.” According to Toscano, even Nagarjuna believed it was 
illogical to postulate an infinite regress. Talking about the means of knowledge, or 
epistemic instruments he wrote: “If according to you, objects of some kind are 
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However, somebody may still make the following objection: “This 
first motor must be moved by another motor as well, because it is 
impossible for a motor not to depend on another.” To this, I reply that 
we need to analyze all of these motors; we must either agree that one 
among them is not moved by others and yet moves all of them, or that 
among all of them there is not a single one that is independent and the 
very first motor. If you accept the validity of the first hypothesis, you too 
now believe in a First Cause, the origin of all living beings and of all 
things belonging to past, present, and future, and an origin independent 
from any and all causes. But if you uphold the second hypothesis, namely 
that among the countless motors none of them is the first motor and the 
mover of all things, I will respond by offering an example. 


c) Example of the wise men of Tibet 


I want to demonstrate to you that the whole of Tibet’s wise men 
must necessarily depend on a first wise man. Even a person who is not 
very learned understands and accepts that at the beginning of the series 
of all the wise man of this land there must have been a source of 
wisdom that did not depend on any wise man of Tibet, because it was 
outside this series. Had it not been because that first wise man, there 
would be no wise men in Tibet today. 

The series of the wise men is similar to the series of motors; we 
must admit that at the beginning of it there is a motor that is not moved 
by others, independent of them and moving them all. 

Let us return to our example, and consider some analogies: 

1) Once upon a time a wise man came to Tibet: he was the original 
soutce of wisdom of all Tibet's wise men. 

Likewise, at the beginning, there must have been a first motor 
responsible for moving all others, and yet different from them because 
not moved by anything else. 

2) Had there been no beginning, a first wise man who was the 
source of wisdom of all Tibet’s wise men, independently from the rest of 
them, today there would be no wise men in Tibet. 

Likewise, had there not been a beginning, a first motor that moved 


established by the epistemic instruments, you have to indicate how according to you 
the epistemic instruments are established in turn. If the epistemic instruments were 
established by other epistemic instruments there would be an infinite regress. Neither 
the beginning, the middle nor the end is established here.” The Dispeller of Disputes, 
32. 
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all others, different from them because not moved by others, today there 
would be no movement at all [in other words, nothing would move and 
nothing would exist]. 

3) It is very easy to see and believe that in the past and in the 
present there have been and there are still many wise men in Tibet; this is 
the case because a first wise man came to Tibet, who did not depend on 
any other Tibetan wise man. 

Likewise, it is very easy to see and believe that today in the world 
there are certainly many motors that produce many movements. 
Therefore, it is right to admit that there has been a first motor that 
moved all others, and yet different from them all because it is itself 
unmoved by others. 

Thus, it is right to admit that: 
1) There is a First Cause, the origin of all living beings and of all 
things that were, are and will be. 
2) This Origin does not depend on any other cause. 

At this point, I can almost anticipate the following objection: “That 
first source of wisdom of all Tibet's wise men did not depend on any 
Tibetan wise man; however, it depended on another wise man from 
another country, who in turn depended on other wise men. The same 
thing happened with that motor of yours that moved all other motors; it 
depended on another motor outside the series of motors; consequently, it 
is erroneous to claim that there was a first motor that moved all others, 
yet different from all others since it was unmoved itself.” 

I will respond by saying that your objection cannot withstand the 
rigor of good logic: I will refute your objection by using your same 
reasoning and prove to you that just as there was a first wise man who 
was the origin of the other wise men, yet independent of all other wise 
men, likewise, there was a first motor that moves all others, and yet 
remains unmoved by any other. Anyone who exists as a result of a 
support, depends on another, namely on the support supporting him. In 
the same fashion, whoever depends on another is the consequence of his 
support, since he does not exist without it: however, the support does not 
depend on him. In the same way, the wisdom of a disciple depends on 
the teacher, not the other way around. 

Let us take the example of the light that starts from a mirror and 
bounces on a wall; no one will ever claim that the light starts from the 
wall and bounces on a mirror. Likewise, the light may start from a mirror 
and bounce on yet another mirror, but no one will claim that it started 
from the second mirror, since it started from the first one. In the same 
way, a wise man may depend on another one, but in that case no one will 


141 


say that the first one became radiant thanks to the second one, since it 
was the second man who depended on the first one, and not vice versa. 
Therefore, all wise men of past present and future depend and will 
continue to depend on yet other wise men: this is clear and true. 

I therefore conclude that just as a mirror becomes radiant in 
consequence of the light reflected by another mirror, and its splendor 
depends on it, likewise all sages have depended on other sages who in 
turn owed their wisdom to yet others; however, the light that shines on a 
mirror, even when it did not come from another mirror, depended on the 
sun; the splendor of the second mirror depends on the first one and the 
splendor of the first one depends on the sun; however, the splendor of 
the sun does not depend on anything else. 

The same is true in the case of wise men; sages owe their wisdom to 
yet mote sages, and so on, but one must necessarily arrive at one sage 
who did not depend on any other sage. It is logical that a wise man 
arrives in Tibet from the outside, bringing with him a wisdom that he 
acquired from another sage, but we cannot deny that there must have 
been a wise man who did not depend on any other sage: a sage who 
depended on himself. Thus, if we gather in one place all the wise men 
who depended on other sages, we will undoubtedly find that there must 
have been a wise man who did not depend on any other sage besides 
himself, but on whom all other sages have depended. 

The wise man on whom all others have depend for their wisdom is 
like that motor that is different from all other motors because it is not 
moved by others, just like that wise man is different from the others 
because he did not depend on other men for his wisdom. To deny the 
existence of a motor different from all others because it is unmoved by 
others, is like denying that one became wise on his own, without 
depending on others.’ 

Let us gather together all the wise men who depended on other wise 
men: it will become clear that there was one who did not depend on any 
of them. In the same way, let us gather together all motors moved by 
other motors: it will become clear that outside of them there has certainly 
been one that moved all of them, while itself remaining unmoved. 

In that case, there must certainly exist: 

a) A First Cause, the common origin of all living beings and of all 
remaining things in the past, present and future. 
b) An Origin that existed in itself and did not depend on any other cause. 


’ Desideri is referring to Pacekka Buddhas, who became enlightened without the 
assistance of a teacher. 
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Therefore, it is not possible that beings arrive to us “without a 
beginning” [from all eternity], and only in consequence of other primary 
and secondary causes. If we follow the chain of secondary and primary 
causes, we eventually must reach: 

1) A First Cause, which is the origin of all things that are outside 
itself and of all living beings in the past, present and future; 

2) A self-originated Origin, independent from any other primary or 
secondary cause. Once we reach this Origin, the chain ends and it cannot 
extend back any further. 

This is my response to your objection. 


d) Example of the movement produced by the hand 


In a movement it is very important to distinguish three things. Let us 
take as an example the movement of a hand moving a stone by means of 
a stick. In this example we must distinguish: 

1) the hand, which is the primary cause producing the action, which we 
call “‘mototr;” 

2) the stick, which is the secondary cause, and the necessary means for 
the action of the hand; 

3) the stone, which is the object undergoing the action and being moved. 

If you remove the motor called “hand,” the movement of the motor 
“stick” moving the stone, cannot take place. However, the motor “hand” 
is different than the motor “stick.” If you make them equal, in other 
words, if the motor “hand” is the same as the motor “stick,” then both 
of them are “intermediate” motors. But if you exclude the motor 
“hand,” namely the first cause, then all other causes are secondary; and if 
all causes are secondary and do not have a first cause, then there should 
be no movement at all, because all secondary causes depend on the first 
cause. If a first cause does not exist, in other words, if there is no motor 
“hand,” the second motor “stick” will never be able to move the object 
“stone.” 


e) Example of the multi-links chain 


We could make this clearer through another example: an iron chain 


8 Aquinas, Summa Ia, q. 2, art. 3 : “But this cannot go on to infinity, because then 
there would be no first mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that 
subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first mover; 
as the staff moves only because it is put in motion by the hand.” 
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formed by many links, all connected to each other and thus depending on 
each other. When the hand pulls the first link, all the other links are being 
pulled as well, all the way to the last link. The last link is the “object” 
[like the stone in the previous example]: it is being pulled, but does not 
pull itself, since it pulls no other link. The first link and all the other 
intermediate links do the pulling but are also the “object” of the hand, 
which does only the pulling and is itself not an “object” [in other words, 
it is not being pulled]. 

Now let us apply this example to our situation. The hand is like the 
first motor: the links are all intermediate motors, except the last one in 
the series. The last link is only an “object” and does not pull anything, 
The last link, which is only the “object” of the action [namely of the 
pulling action], but is not a motor, is like an actual living being which is 
only an object of a motor, without being a motor itself. 

Now, if there is no hand that does the pulling, the pulling of the 
first, second, third, and all other remaining links is impossible. In like 
manner: if there is no first motor, nothing will ever be moved: no object, 
whether first, second, third, or whatever order it occupies in a series, will 
ever be moved. 

Just as the hand is not the “object” of another pulling agent, but is 
properly the pulling motor of all the links, likewise the first motor is not 
an “object” of another motor, but is the motor of all other motors or 
“objects.” 

In a chain there are many links, but they are all “objects” of only one 
puller, namely the hand, which is the source of the action on the chain's 
links. In the same manner, there are multiple motors with their respective 
“object,” but we cannot claim that the chain of motors is “without 
beginning,” because there is a first motor which is the beginning; this 
motor does not depend on any other because it is independent and not 
moved by others, but moves instead all others, which are its “objects.” 

There ate countless primary and secondary causes that depend on 
other causes, whether primary or secondary, and yet all of them, like the 
links in the chain, depend on a motor that is at the beginning. We call that 
motor “First Cause,” the common origin of all living beings and of all 
things of past, present and future; and “Origin” that does not depend on 
any other causes. This cause is at the beginning of the series of present 
primary and secondary causes; by tracing the series backwards we arrive 
at the beginning of the series of causes, where we find this Origin. 


First objection: the hand is pulled by the body 
Somebody may object that the hand pulling the links of the iron 
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chain does indeed pull them, but is in turn pulled by another agent, 
namely by the body-soul composite, and say: “Thus, what you called first 
motor turns out to be moved by yet another motor. Therefore, your 
thesis according to which there is a motor independent of all other 
motors is erroneous; moreover, the series of motors is ‘without 
beginning, since there is no First Motor at the beginning of it. There is 
no reply to this objection, which destroys your argument.” 


Reply to the objection 

Consider the body-soul composite pulled the hand: is it the “object” 
of another pulling agent or not? If it is not, then we must regard it as a 
pulling agent that does not depend on any other. If it is the object of 
another pulling agent, in that case: 


1) it needs another pulling agent; 
2) it is an intermediate pulling agent; 
3) it pulls an “object” in turn. 


In other words, the body-soul composite has the nature of an 
intermediate pulling agent, which is pulled in turn. But in that case, the 
problem has merely been postponed because such composite is like an 
intermediate link in the chain that depends on the previous link, which 
depends on another link and so on, all the way back to the first link and 
to the hand, which is the first pulling agent. There are three kinds of 
links: the last one, the intermediate and the first one. If you claim that 
there is no pulling agent that is not in turn the “object” of another 
pulling agent, you deny the nature of the first pulling agent and eliminate 
the intermediate links as well. It is not possible to uphold only the 
existence of intermediate links, because it is contradictory to claim that 
there are intermediate pulling agents while denying the existence of a first 
pulling agent. Once you deny the first pulling agent, you thereby deny the 
intermediate ones, and eventually their final “objects” as well. 

However, we see that there are final “objects” being pulled, as well as 
intermediate pulling agents; therefore, there must also be a first pulling 
agent, who is not the object of another agent, in other words an agent 
that is independent from all others: I am talking about the First Motor 
who is not moved by the any other motors, and is therefore independent 
from them all and moving them all. 

That being the case, your objection did not defeat me at all, and did 
not really amount to much. 


Second objection: the multi-links chain is round 
Someone may object in this fashion: “The pulling agents of ‘objects’ 
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cannot be compared to a linear iron chain composed of many links 
depending on each other; rather they should be compared to a golden 
chain consisting of many links, arranged in a circle and depending on 
each other. Such chain is unlimited because every link is endlessly the 
object of the contiguous pulling agent. It is therefore clear that your 
thesis according to which there has to be a pulling agent which is not 
pulled in turn, is wrong. In my example, every pulling agent depends on 
another, in an unlimited fashion, endlessly, because you can never pick 
any one link and say that such one is the last. In the same way, all things 
and living beings have no limit in the future because their actual 
movement has no limits either: everything will be the “object” of its own 
cause and in turn the pulling agent of another object [in other words, it 
will be the effect of its own cause and in turn the cause of another 
effect].” 


Reply to the objection 

Your “golden chain objection” does not present difficulties any 
greater than the ones characterizing the iron chain in which many links 
depend on each other. Therefore, what I said earlier is still true, namely: 
there is a first motor unmoved by other motors, and therefore 
independent from all of them. In fact, if the intermediate pulling agents, 
namely the objects of another agent, are unlimited, they will not be able 
to pull or move any other object. This is why. The last “object” is moved 
because it is reached by a power or energy that causes it to move: if this 
energy could not reach it, that “object” could not be pulled or moved. 

Now, if the intermediate motors are unlimited, the energy could 
never reach the last object. The reason is clear: let us start from the last 
moved object and trace the movement back to its mover, all the way to 
the first motor: we could never get there if the motors are numerically 
unlimited. Likewise, if we attempt to move from a first motor to the last 
object being moved, we could never reach it for the same reason. 

For instance, if the road that leads from India to Lhasa is infinite, in 
other words, endless, one would never arrive in Lhasa; likewise, a person 
who wants to go from Lhasa to India, will never get there either, because 
if the road from India to Lhasa is infinite, the reverse holds true as well. 

For the same reason, if we go backwards from the last “object” 
being moved all the way to a first motor, we will never reach it because 
the path connecting them and consisting of unlimited motors and 
“objects” being moved, is infinite; likewise, if we want to go from the 
first motor to the last object being moved, we will never reach it because 
between them there are infinite intermediate motors and objects being 
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moved. 

Going back to our case, if we admit the existence of an unlimited 
distance of the first motor, it will never be possible to reach the object 
that is presently being moved, because the energy of the first motor 
imparted to the series of motors will never reach it. Thus, if this energy 
that is supposed to move it cannot reach it, that “object” cannot be 
moved; however, if we observe that it is being moved, then the energy 
and the power of the motor got all the way down to it. The conclusion 
we must reach is that it is not true that the path going from the first 
motor to the last object being moved and vice versa is unlimited: one can 
arrive at Lhasa from India and to India from Lhasa. It follows that if I 
travel backwards all the way to the first motor, it will be evident that the 
intermediate motors are not unlimited. And if the intermediate motors 
are not unlimited, it necessarily follows that a Motor moving all other 
motors does indeed exist and that such motor is itself unmoved.’ 


2) The First Cause is the origin of all living beings. 


a) Karma does not explain the origin of living beings 

Concerning living beings, you Tibetans claim that their births are 
“without beginning.” On the contrary, I claim that they must have had a 
beginning. If indeed it is true that births are an effect of karma [i.e., the 
fruit of the works of a previous life], then it is evident that all living 
beings have had a beginning, because they were born as a result of their 
karma.” 


*Desideri's argument is most valid because if in the golden chain the intermediate 
causes are infinite, the energy that activates the causes will never arrive at any one of 
them since it has to travel through an infinite path. There is also a contradiction 
implicit in imagining a series of things arranged in a circle, since the same thing 
exists before being, not to mention the absurdity of the idea of what is after acting on 
what is before. Moreover, to be precise, in this case rather than things moving and 
being moved one should just speak of infinite motions. 
Despite the different and often contrasting interpretations given to the words of the 
Buddha, there is a doctrine on which Buddhists of all schools and ages are in 
agreement: it is the ancient, pre-Buddhist doctrine of rebirth. We can sum up this 
doctrine in this fashion: 

a) Every person dies and is reborn in an indefinite succession of existences. This 
world of rebirths is called samsara. 

b) Rebirths can occur in six different realms: gods, demigods, human beings, 
hungry ghosts, animals, and demons. 

c) A person is reborn in a happy or unhappy state according to the good or bad 
quality of his/her actions (karma) in the previous life. 
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Therefore, if all living beings — according to your view — have had a 
beginning because they were born as a result of their karma, then their 
birth cannot be “without a beginning.” The fact remains that all living 
beings have had a beginning because they are dependent on their karma. 
Some people say: “While it is true that all living beings had a beginning in 
the previous life, nonetheless all their previous existences taken together 
are ‘without beginning’ because they are countless and unlimited.” 

This way of reasoning is not right, because there is a contradiction in 
saying that all living beings depend on their causes, but if taken together 
as forming a whole they do not depend on their causes; moreover, it is 
erroneous to say that all living beings are unlimited and countless [Le., 
infinite in number]. I conclude that it is erroneous to claim that even 
though all the lives of past living beings had a beginning, when taken all 
together, due to the fact that they are countless and unlimited, they never 
had a beginning. 

What follows are the reasons of my thesis. 

All the things of this world are limited, and much more so their parts 
are, because only in the One who is infinitely perfect every quality is 
unlimited." 

In your system, past births are countless, while those in the future 


d) A person cannot put an end by his/her sheer will to the cycle of rebirths: every 
life produces karma, whose fruit will mature in a next life. 

e) Salvation consists in the “liberation” (moksha) ending the cycle of existences, 
following a positive karma (due to good deeds) that neutralizes negative karma (due 
to evil deeds). Buddha said: “Just, O Bhikkhus, as the great ocean has only one taste, 
the taste of salt just so, O Bhikkhus, has this doctrine and discipline only one flavor, 
the flavor of emancipation” (Cullavagga IX 1,4). 

Buddha purified and rationalized the ancient belief of rebirth, replacing its 

metaphysical value with an ethical and moral one: rebirth can take place in a happy 
or unhappy state, according to one's actions in the previous life. Tsongkhapa in his 
Lamrim talked about the inexorable law of karma. When applied to the moral 
domain, it is the law that ensures that man will “reap what he sows;” build his 
character; create his destiny; and either attain or fail to attain liberation from the 
wheel of existence. All deeds, without exception, produce either a good or bad fruit 
in the present life and future ones. There is no living being that is not the fruit of its 
own karma: thus rebirth is a corollary of karma. 
''God's perfections are infinite because they are based on the fact that He is the only 
self-subsistent being; in other words, since he is not caused by another being, there 
are no limitations whatsoever in his being. Thus, in him everything is infinite, and 
even his perfections are infinite because they are identified with his essence. The 
reason for this, is God's absolute simplicity, namely the impossibility that in God 
there may be a real distinction between his essence and attributes. 
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are limited since they will eventually reach an end.” To this I reply: I 
accept that past births are countless because we cannot number them,” 
but they are not “without a beginning” as I have already shown, and 
therefore they cannot be infinite. Even if we were to admit that all past 
lives existed in dependence of the karma of previous existences, it was 
precisely for this reason that they had a beginning. Thus, if they have had 
a beginning it is false to say that all past lives considered as a whole are 
“without a beginning,” namely from all eternity. Again, no matter how 
countless these lives may be, they have had a beginning. 

Atoms too, the smallest particles in the world, which all things 
consist of, are countless and no one can actually say how many there are 
— and yet they are not infinite. According to your system of thought as 
well, the births of living beings are countless and no one can tell their 
exact number, and yet they have had a beginning. Every living being 
begins this life at its own birth. If we accept the idea that the birth of a 
living being marks the beginning of its life, every living being has had a 
beginning in virtue of being born; for those who are yet to be born, the 
moment of birth will mark their beginning. 

The previous lives of every living being have not existed 
simultaneously, but successively: each of them began with a birth, and 
there is no birth “without beginning,” namely from all eternity. 

According to your system, prior to the actual existence, a living being 
has had countless births, coming around and around, endlessly, in 
samsara” On the contrary, these countless births took place consecutively, 


? According to Buddhist doctrine, past births are countless, namely infinite, because 
they take place eternally (“without a beginning”), while future births will be limited 
because the future will come to an end once all living beings attain enlightenment. 
*For curiosity’s sake I looked up on the Internet how many human beings have 
existed. According to some scientific estimates, a staggering 107 billion people have 
lived since the beginning of humanity. 

“Samsara is the cycle of rebirths in the sphere of endless becoming in which we all 
live. Freedom from samsara leads to extinction of suffering (nirvana); this can only 
happen by extinguishing negative karma and attaining enlightenment. Samsara 
originates from ignorance (avidya) and is determined and regulated by the law of 
actions, namely karma. Samsara is synonymous of becoming and of the world of 
change in which we are steeped. It is represented by the wheel of becoming 
(bhavacakra: see the illustrated Wikipedia article), with its six parts inhabited by 
gods, demigods, human beings, animals, hungry ghosts and demons. Liberation from 
samsara happens after all desire has been cut at the root, and every vain hope 
forsaken. This is what Buddhist salvation consists of: freedom from the cycle of 
existences. We read Buddha’ s words in SN 15: “Bhikkhus, this samsara is without 
discoverable beginning A first point is not discerned of beings roaming and 
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one after another, in linear fashion, and cannot be “without beginning.” 

If you do not acknowledge that all births have had a beginning, let us 
examine whether there is such a thing as a birth “without beginning.” I 
wonder: did such a “beginning-less birth” exist as a result of karma or 
not? I reply that it could not be a consequence of karma because karma 
cannot cause to be born and throw in the cycle of rebirths a being that is 
already “without a beginning” and born without a cause. You will likely 
object: “Why not? It is possible, indeed!” To that, I reply that it is 
impossible for the good karma of a living being, which is the fruit of 
virtuous conduct, to produce a birth “without a beginning” in a happy 
realm, and for the bad karma produced by sinful conduct, to produce a 
birth “without a beginning” in an unhappy realm.” Again, you will likely 
object that it is indeed possible. 

Let me explain the reasons why this is not possible. The karma of 
meritorious works depends on the accumulation of personal happiness.‘ 
Let us take the example of oysters; inside of them a pure pearl is formed, 
after partaking several times of a heavenly “dew.” In the same way, wise 
people have accumulated within themselves a great quantity of pure 
virtue, and these virtues produce a new, perfect birth. Thus, it is the 
accumulated virtue that produces the new perfect birth. 

On the contrary, the karma of demerit depends on having 
accumulated suffering for oneself in a previous life (lives). In the 
Mahayana version of the Mahaparinirvana sutra we read: “Just as the 
silkworm makes a cocoon, gains birth, and dies by itself, so do things 
proceed with all beings. As they do not see the Buddha-Nature, they 
generate karma out of defilement and repeat births and deaths, just as a 
person bounces a ball.” 

Back to the analogy of the oyster: it is adorned by the pearl it 
produced itself, but it is impossible for it to be adorned by a pearl 


wandering on, hindered by ignorance and fettered by craving. What do you think, 
bhikkus, which is more: the stream of tears that you have shed as you roamed and 
wandered on through this long course, weeping and wailing because of being united 
with the disagreeable and separated with the agreeable — this or the water in the four 
great oceans?” 

‘The three happy realms are those of human beings, gods and demigods; the 
unhappy realms are those of hungry ghosts, demons, and animals. 

'°We would have expected Desideri to say that karma of meritorious works depends 
on the accumulation of virtue; instead, he says it depends on accumulation of 
happiness, just as he will later identify unhappiness with sinful conduct. According to 
biblical doctrine, there is no true happiness outside the observance of the law of God. 
U Translation by Kosho Yamamoto, 1973, p. 369. 


150 


produced by itself and at the same time “without a beginning.” The pure 
pearl that the oyster produced obviously could not exist by itself 
“without a beginning,” because it was the oyster’s existence that produced 
the beginning of the pearl’s birth in the first place. 

It is impossible to become adorned “without a beginning” with an 
ornament that does not exist “without a beginning.” Even if we admit 
that the oyster exists “without a beginning,” it could not be adorned 
“without a beginning” with a pure pearl produced by itself. 

In the same fashion, it is obviously impossible that a living being may 
be born “without a beginning” in a happy realm, since this birth is the 
consequence of karma that is fruit of merit. Karma in fact cannot exist 
“without a beginning” since it is proper of karma to be produced by the 
actions of a living being. 

Thus, if the karma that is the fruit of merit did not exist “without a 
beginning,” it is obviously impossible that a birth may occur “without a 
beginning” in the world of happiness. 

For it is proper of the existence of a living being to produce and give 
tise to karma which is the fruit of merit. Therefore, since the karma fruit 
of merit could not exist “without a beginning,” logically speaking neither 
a living being nor a happy ream could exist either, because birth in a 
“happy realm” could only be attained as a consequence of karma which 
is the fruit of merit. 

Thus, according to your system: 1) Since every birth that takes place 
in a “happy realm” cannot occur other than as a consequence of karma 
which is fruit of merit; and 2) Since no karma that is fruit of merit of a 
living being could have existed “without a beginning;’ 3) It therefore 
follows that no birth that occurs in a happy realm and which is 
consequence of karma that is the fruit of merit of a given living being 
may actually occur “without a beginning.” 

In synthesis: it is obviously contradictory that say that the cause has 
not existed “without a beginning” but that its effects have existed 
“without a beginning.” The same contradiction is present if you say that a 
birth in a happy realm is “without a beginning,” while the karma that was 
supposed to cause that birth is not “without a beginning.” 

Let us now consider the karma which is the fruit of demerit. 

The silkworm produces by itself its own cocoon: if we throw it into 
the fire, what burns is what has been produced by the silkworm. 

Now, it is impossible to burn a cocoon that has existed “without a 
beginning,’ because the cocoon could not have existed “without a 
beginning,” considering that only after the existence of a silkworm the 
production of a silk filament that formed the cocoon could actually take 
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place. Thus, it is impossible to burn a cocoon “without a beginning” if 
said cocoon could not have existed “without a beginning.” 

Even if we admit that the silkworm had existed “without a 
beginning,” it would not be possible to burn its cocoon “without a 
beginning” because the cocoon is produced by the silkworm [in other 
words: it comes after the silkworm]. 

In the same way, there cannot be a “beginning-less” birth of a living 
being in an unhappy realm, because such birth is the consequence of the 
karma that is the fruit of demerit; and the karma of demerit cannot be 
“without a beginning,” because it is proper of a living being to give rise 
to and produce karma that is the fruit of demerit. 

Thus, if there could not be a “beginning-less” karma that is the fruit 
of demerit, evidently there could not be the possibility for a living being 
to fall into an unhappy realm that exists “without a beginning” because 
the birth into an unhappy realm could only occur as a consequence of 
karma that is the fruit of demerit. 


b) The arising of living beings requires a First Cause 
December 8, 1717 

We have seen how karma cannot be the “beginning-less” cause of 
births. Now let us examine how human beings! births occur. The two 
parents, namely mother and father, are not enough for a human birth to 
occur. The birth of a human being depends completely on a third cause, 
namely on a First Cause that is not part of an ever-changing world. 
Clearly the human parents are necessary for a birth to occur, but this is 
also true of a most high Factor, which exists necessarily. 

At this point we may ask: At its beginning, did the birth depend on 
the most high first Factor or on another cause? If it depended on the 
First Factor, there would be no need for other causes. But if it depended 
on one or more causes other then most high Factor, then these causes 
could not be unlimited. 

In fact, had they been unlimited, or infinite, the energy could not 
have arrived to the last thing being produced, and today nothing would 
be produced, in other words, nothing would exist. These causes, 
therefore, namely our parents, cannot be “without a beginning,’ and 
before them only the Most High Factor must have existed. 

In fact, if causes have a beginning, there must have been a Most 
High First Factor, independent of all others, who acted out of its own 
power and existed in and of itself. 

If that was not the case, namely if the chain of births was “without 
beginning,” or unlimited, there would be a contradiction with what has 
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been said before. 


That being the case: 
1) All things depend on causes; 
2) All things act and produce other things according to their power; 
3) At the beginning of all causes there is a First Cause, the Most 


High and First Factor, independent of any and all other causes. 

If we observe the world in which we live, we see clearly and without 
any doubts that all things come into existence and disappear: in 
particular, living beings arise born and then they disappear. Thus, all 
things are impermanent, namely they do not last forever. But if all things 
at first did not exist and then at a certain moment they existed, it is logical 
that their existence would have been impossible had it not been produced 
by a Power. This Power that makes things exist must necessarily exist and 
be permanent, that is to say, eternal. 

If you ask me why, I will reply with an example. Take the wheel of a 
cart: there are only two possible situations: either it is in motion or it is 
still. If the cart is not pulled by a horse, then the cart does not travel 
along a road and the wheel remains still. But if a horse is pulling the cart, 
the cart travels along the road and the wheel spins. All this happens 
according to the principle that what did not first exist and comes to exist 
at a later moment, necessarily exists because there was a power that 
caused it to exist. This is why the wheel spins, the cart moves, and the 
horse pulls: because there is a person driving the cart. Without the driver, 
the horse would not pull, the cart would not move, and the wheel would 
not spin. 

It was certainly the horse who pulled the cart, but without a driver, 
namely the first pulling agent, the horse would not have pulled the cart, 
the cart would not have moved and the wheel would not have spun. 

In the same way, things at first did not exist, but then they did; clearly 
they needed a cause, and yet the intermediate causes may bring things 
into existence after, and not before a “beginning.” At the beginning of all 
causes there must have been One who caused things to exist “from the 
beginning.” 

If you ask me the reason it, I will reply that in the absence of a first 
pulling agent acting on a second agent, the second agent cannot exercise 
its pulling action, just as I have said in the previous example. Likewise: if 
something exists, namely if a thing has taken place, it was due to the 
activity of a first most high First Factor. 


3) The order of things require an ordering Mind. 
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It is not possible for a perfect order to exist without an ordering 
agent who arranges all things to fit well and together. Since the 
beginning of this world we find many things kept in order together: 
therefore there must have been One who kept them together in an 
orderly fashion since the beginning. Moreover, if we observe the meaning 
of each of these things according to their nature, we will find them to be 
very different, and yet we will also detect in each of them, without 
exception, a common final purpose. 

Thus, dry and wet, warm and cold, high and low, soft and coarse, the 
light of day and the darkness of night, are all very different from each 
other, and the list could go on. In all of these things or circumstances, 
however, we will find the same one purpose: the happiness of this 
world.” 

Thus, everything that exists in this world is guided to its final 
purpose: each thing according to its nature. 

Therefore there must be, without interruption, a leading agent that 
guides all things to a common final end, each according to its nature: a 
final end which, metaphorically speaking, is connected to each thing with 
a knot of soft silk which nonetheless does not come undone. And if 
there is a leading agent that guides all things to a final end, this agent 
must exercise a powerful control on all things; he must know everything 
that existed, exists and will exist. 

If it is right to admit the existence of a powerful agent in control of 
the universe whose power applies to all things and whose knowledge 
extends to past present future, then it follows that He must also be 
complete, perfect, without peers, superior to all: we can neither imagine 
nor suggest that in all things that exist in the three time dimensions there 
could possibly be someone higher than him, or like him in power and 
knowledge. 

If all this is true, he must be the common and exalted origin of all 


'SDesideri's argument echoes Thomas Aquinas’ fifth way to God, on design: “We see 
that things which lack intelligence, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and this is 
evident from their acting always, or nearly always, in the same way, so as to obtain 
the best result. Hence it is plain that not fortuitously, but designedly, do they achieve 
their end. Now whatever lacks intelligence cannot move towards an end, unless it be 
directed by some being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is 
shot to its mark by the archer. Therefore some intelligent being exists by whom all 
natural things are directed to their end” (Summa Ia, q. 2, art.3). 

1 The idea that all living beings naturally strive for happiness is both a Christian and 
a Buddhist view. Thomas Aquinas has a fascinating section is his Summa (Ia IIae, q. 
1-5) about happiness as rational creatures’ natural goal. 
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things existing in the three time dimensions; on his part, he does not 
depend on anything else, has not been originated by any cause, he exists 
in and of himself, and has always been and will be forever. 

If such a Being did not exist, then nothing would ever be. 

Moreover, if we carefully examine the way things are, we analyze 
them with discriminating wisdom and look at each and every thing that 
exists in this great world of ours, which is composed of four elements 
(water, earth, wind and heaven) that are transformed in a bewildering 
manner, we will find that they are absolutely empty of independence [in 
other words they are co-dependent]: thus, it is truly just and right to 
admit that there is One who possesses great power, ruling without limits 
over all things, everlasting, all-knowing and self-existent. 

For instance: a boat, even when complete of all its parts and 
perfectly fit, cannot function just because there is a traveler or a merchant 
on board, but needs an expert captain to make it sail smoothly. Likewise, 
all things that exist are empty of independence; in none of them there is 
an “independent nature,” and yet they all arrive at the ultimate goal of 
this world, namely to the final end, each in accord to their own nature. 
This is because there necessarily is an independent Absolute: He is one 
who possesses power, ruling over everyone and everything without limits, 
everlasting, all-knowing and self-existent. 

If you ask me the reason for it, I will prove it to you with an 
example. When several blind people, or even just one, have no assistance 
and need to go on a journey and at the same time seek to avoid obstacles 
and dangers, in order for them to safely arrive at their destination they 
need to be led not by a blind guide, but rather by a very competent and 
expert guide.” 

In the same way, even though all things are empty of independence 
(which is to say, they are all dependent), they eventually arrive at the final 
end of happiness in this world, each one in accordance with its nature. 

Let me give you another example. 

If we look at a beautiful, well built and stable house, adorned with 
vatious embellishments, we realize that such a beautiful home cannot 
have come together in such a perfect manner all by itself, only in virtue 
of the presence of wood, stones and bricks; on the contrary, it must have 
been built in such a lovely way by a very clever architect, who is 
experienced in the art of building houses. 

Likewise, if we think carefully with our minds and analyze the most 


2 This analogy is found in a Buddhist text called Verse Summary of the Perfection of 
Wisdom. 
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beautiful house of this world, spreading in ten directions; embellished 
with natural beauty; created and constructed in a perfectly stable manner 
— we will come to the realization that this wonderful world of ours 
cannot have made itself, nor that its present form cannot have developed 
merely as a result of having been born and grown, but that there must 
have been One who created and shaped it, obviously through such a 
power that we can neither imagine nor describe. 

Thus, if what has been brought into existence did not previously 
exist, it is right to admit that there is One who created with power 
everything that is born and exists, and who causes everything to grow and 
develop. 

Consequently, if this Someone has brought about “from the very 
beginning” the birth and growth of all things; and if he has powerfully 
created all things that exist, including their birth and growth — we must 
logically conclude that not only once upon a time things did not exist, but 
that nothing of what today exists, is born and grows, previously existed. 
It is also clear that this One existed from all time, because had he not, he 
could not have called all things into existence. Therefore, if everything 
that is born and grows did not previously exist, but He did, it is obvious 
that he exists in and of himself, because He existed without depending 
on anything else. And if everything that is born and grows has been 
created by him, who is self-existent, then it all depends on him, though 
He does not depend on any cause. Therefore, it is fitting that there is 
One who is the common origin of everything that is born and grows, 
One who is self-existent and who does not depend on any other cause. 


4) The universal consensus of humanity proclaims the existence of a First 
Cause. 


In the world there are people of countless different races, yet they all 
feel the need to pray, to worship with their hearts and to feel protected; 
this need of theirs arises spontaneously in their minds without hearing 
about it or having learned it from others. They seek a protector, a “place 
of refuge”” for all their miseries and sufferings. 


*IThe expression “place of refuge” or “worthy repository of refuge” which at first 
was employed to refer to Buddha, in later Mahayana Buddhism, became the 
equivalent of acknowledging a deity. To “take refuge” means to put oneself under the 
protection of Buddha, the way one finds shelter under an umbrella during a 
downpour. Desideri, on his part, repeats that only the Supreme Being is worthy of 
being our refuge. We rad for instance in the Pratiharya sutra XIV, 188-92:“Men, 
driven by fear, go to many a refuge, to mountains and forests, to groves and sacred 
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Now let us ponder whether there is someone worthy of being “place 
of refuge,’ of being relied on, of our trust; One who has power to 
protect, worthy of being honored with our hearts and of being invoked. 
This consideration arises in people’s minds and we cannot doubt that it 
corresponds to truth, because when a thought arises in everybody’s mind, 
it is always true. For instance, in the mind of all people the thought arises 
that parents must be honored and be well taken care of: who can doubt 
the validity of this thought? And if we cannot doubt the correctness of 
the thought arising in the minds of all people in all ages that there is 
someone who is a worthy “place of refuge” and of being honored in our 
hearts, then, without any doubt, such a One must exist. This thought too 
is certainly right as well: there cannot be two “places of refuge,’ but only 
one who is worthy of our trust, possessing the power to protect people 
and worthy of our prayers and honors. If you do not believe me, let me 
show you how your religion and mine are in full agreement concerning 
this point. 

In the work by Asvaghosa called The Praise in One Hundred and Fifty 
Verses, we read: “The one in whom no fault can ever exist, the one in 
whom all good qualities always exist — if you are sensible, it is correct to 
go for refuge to such a just person, to praise and honor him, and to abide 
in his teachings.” As we read in this work, it is worthy to make our refuge 
and to honor with our hearts one who has no defects and possesses 
countless and pure qualities; or one who, having had at one time many 
defects, eventually erased them systematically with an efficacious antidote, 
making himself fault-free; such a one, who once did not use to have 
countless and pure qualities, having acquired them through incalculable 
effort, now does. 

However, as I will argue later on, of these two, only the former is 
worthy of being “place of refuge” and is peerless; the latter cannot be, 
considering he was not a “place of refuge” from the beginning, and that 
he was not a savior and could not save others from their faults. This is 
also confirmed in the Lam rim chem mo” 


trees. But that is not a safe refuge, that is not the best refuge; a man is not delivered 
from all pains after having gone to that refuge. But he who takes refuge with Buddha, 
the dharma and the sangha; he who, with clear understanding, sees the four holy 
truths, he has found the safe refuge, the best refuge, and is delivered from all pain,’ 
in Buddhaghosha's parables, tr. by T. Rogers (London, 1870), cxiii. 

Desideri studied carefully this work. He also translated into Italian, but 
unfortunately he left it in Tibet. He mentioned it in his Relation. This work, though 
not a compendium of the Kangyur, expounds in an organic fashion the doctrines of 
Tibetan Buddhism. 


> 
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There are four reasons why the Buddha is worthy to be a refuge: Firs4 he has 
mastered himself and attained the sublime state of fearlessness. If he had not 
attained this, he would not be able to protect others from all fears, just as a 
person who has already fallen down cannot help up someone else who also 
has fallen down. Second, he is in all ways skilled in the means of training 
disciples. If he were not so, he would not be able to fulfill your needs, even if 
you went to him for refuge. Third, he has great compassion.” If he did not 
have it, he would not protect you even if you went to him for refuge. Fourth, 
he is pleased, not by material offerings, but by offerings of practice. If he 
were not, he would not act as a refuge for everyone, but would help only 
those who had previously helped him. ?4 


These things have been expressed in a wonderful manner, but these 
four virtues are not enough for someone to be our refuge: he must also 
possess a fifth virtue, namely he must possess great power and rule over 
everyone without limits. If he does not have this fifth quality, even if he 
was to possess the other four, namely: 1) overcomes all dangers; 2) knows 
a thousand different ways to save; 3) looks upon all living beings with 
“great compassion;” 4) protects every one, whether they make offerings 
or not — he will never be able to always bring about people's welfare. But 
if he cannot always bring about other people’s welfare, then the 
confidence of being protected by him and confidence in him cannot 
possibly arise in people’s hearts. And if people’s hearts lack this 
confidence and trust in his protection, we cannot really say that he is a 
“place of refuge.” 

On the contrary, it is truly necessary for a worthy “place of refuge” 
to exist, which really affords protection; however, this must be a “place 
of refuge” such as the one I have described, complete with FIVE virtues 
(not just four), capable of helping and protecting, considering that we are 
all in the sad predicament of heading towards a horrific danger; this is 
why all people need a worthy “place of refuge.” 


3 Ķaruna is compassion for all beings living in samsara. Mahayana Buddhism taught 
a greater compassion, typical of the bodhisattva, namely that of one who renounces 
his ego and personal interest (including nirvana) in order to assist others: this is the 
mahakaruna or “great compassion.” 

“The text goes on to say: “In brief, only one who is free of all fears, who is skilled in 
the means of freeing others from fear, who has great, impartial compassion for 
everyone, and who acts for everyone's welfare regardless of whether or not they have 
benefited him, is worthy of being a refuge. Since only the Buddha has these qualities, 
and the divine creator and so on do not, he alone is the refuge. Therefore, his 
teaching and the community of his disciples are also worthy of being a refuge.” 
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This “place of refuge,’ in order to be truly such, must not depend 
on anything else, while everybody must depend on him, and must not 
need to receive assistance from anyone else. 

Such a place of refuge that possesses in a perfect manner all the 
above mentioned characteristics is a worthy place of refuge, and the only 
one to be such; if it wasn’t unique, it would be neither necessary nor 
useful to everything that exists, in which case everything that exists would 
not depend on it. However, everything that exists must completely and to 
the highest degree depend on it, otherwise even what exists in the future 
will not depend on it. Most of all, it must be unique because otherwise 
everything that exists, namely the created order, would find itself in a 
state of disharmony. 

But creation is not dis-harmonious, and all its parts are in harmony 
because everything depends on it. Thus, he is a worthy “place of refuge” 
and possesses all qualities. He is worthy of our hearts’ worship and 
necessarily possesses great power, and rules over everyone without limits. 
This is yet another reason why he must be unique: otherwise he would 
not have great power and would not rule over creation without limits, but 
be subordinated in turn to yet another one. You may object: yes, but not 
quite so. 

I respond by saying: “Yes! Quite so!” Because if there was another 
one besides him who possesses great power and rule over everyone, this 
other one would limit his power. But we previously say that the chain 
cannot regress infinitely, therefore there must an ultimate place of refuge: 
moreover, two infinite powers cannot coexist because they would limit 
each other. Thus, outside of him there is no other who possesses 
limitless power: if there could be another like him, he would not exist as 
the ultimate place of refuge. 

You may object: Yes, but not quite so. I respond by saying Yes! Quite 
so! Because if he possesses great power and rules over all without limits 
and measure, he can block any action caused outside of his will; if he 
was unable to do so, it would be a sign that he does not possess great 
power and rule over all and without limits or measure. But if he 
possesses such gteat power as to block any action or cause outside 
himself, it is evident that he existed before any action or cause outside 
himself. Wood loses power before fire, and fire loses power before water, 
but it is evident that wood does not lose power in the absence of fire, nor 
does fire lose power before water in the absence of water. 

In the same way, he who alone is a worthy place of refuge and of 
our hearts' worship, as he existed before there were actions of causes 
outside of himself, cannot possibly lose power because of actions outside 
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himself which came after him. If he already existed, obviously this did 
not depend on any cause outside himself, because that which is first does 
not depend on that which comes later. Thus, he who is the only worthy 
place of refuge, the only one who deserves our hearts' worship, does not 
depend on any cause outside himself. He cannot even depend on a 
conjoint cause: in fact, if that was the case, that conjoint cause would be 
the cause of his existence, and this is impossible since nothing existed 
before him. 

In conclusion, he does not depend on any cause outside himself or 
even a conjoined one, but is self-existent. Again, he is the only worthy 
place of refuge and veneration of our hearts and has the power to bring 
the wellbeing of everything that exists outside himself. 

Everything that exists outside of him and will exist in the future, 
both in general and in particular, obviously depends and will depend on 
him. If you ask me the reasons why, I will reply: 

1) First of all, because he who is the only true “place of refuge” and 
veneration of our hearts possesses power and rules over everything and 
everyone; 


2) Because he can oppose everything that exists outside himself 
both in the present and in the future; 
3) Because he can, without any difficulty, give existence to 


everything that is outside himself, and thus even to the actions that are 
caused by something outside himself. 

Let me explain why with an example. 

A child is so weak that unless his affectionate mother holds his hand, 
he cannot walk on his small feet; if he does not fall it is because his 
mother held him by the hand. 

In the same way, all beings and things that exist outside himself are 
weak and cannot exist of themselves and would disappear; if they exist, it 
is only because he does not abandon them and does not oppose them. 

That loving mother, holding the child's shoulders, keeps him straight 
and from falling; then, very slowly, the child begins to make his steps. In 
the same way, he keeps all that exists outside himself from falling into the 
abyss of nothingness and causes everything to exist, not only the things, 
but also the action of causes outside himself. 

In conclusion: that only worthy “place of refuge” and veneration of 
out hearts is self-existent and did not depend on any cause; everything 
that exists outside himself obviously and really depends on him. With 
this conclusion, which I hope you will accept, I have finished 
demonstrating that there is a common most high origin of all things that 
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have been born and grown in the three tenses (past, present, future), 
while he is self-existent and did not depend on anything else. 


* OK OK 


Now I want to briefly explain a consequence that stems naturally and 
easily from what I have said and which sheds a light on it: namely, that 
this most high Being, self-existing and not dependent on any other cause, 
is the origin of human beings as well. All people, without a doubt, must 
carefully think and meditate often, day and night, about the cause of their 
existence; they must keep in their mind the image of that origin. That 
which existed of himself and did not depend on any other cause, is the 
common most high origin of everything that exists outside itself, and 
therefore is the origin of myself. 

I have come into the world thanks to its almighty power, and have 
been sustained by it thanks to its limitless and measureless mercy. This 
Origin’s mercy, which continuously helps me, nourishes me unceasingly 
and mightily carries my burden, as I am empty of independence. 

Having meditated in such fashion, I must cry and be anguished as if 
my heart was broken. I must let tears flood my face out of remorse, and 
recognize my shame. Wretched man that I am! Until now I have not 
thought even once about my Origin; not known his name; and lived like a 
fool without a sense of gratitude. And now I cry out in despair, 
prostrated on the floor, tormented by a great sense of anxiety, without 
being able to speak. I must therefore remember and meditate on the 
infinite goodness that continuously flows from that Origin to me. 

Elevating my mind to it, I must acknowledge and fix in my mind that 
this Origin is for me like a father, mother and wet nurse, higher than 
everything that is good and pleasurable, higher than any 
human joy, satisfaction and enthusiasm. I must keep in my heart a steady 
devotion for this most dear Origin of all things. I must look upon it as a 
most pure being, ineffable, unique, possessing all things that I could 
desire and need. We must retain in our hearts the firm certainty that it is 
impossible at any given moment for him not to do good to us and 
protect us. No one, besides him is worthy “place of refuge,’ of 
veneration, of devotion. 

We must sit at his feet every day, day and night, respectfully, with our 
body, voice and mind, with a sincere attitude, without being distracted by 
other things, and imagine him to be truly present before us, as a friend. 
Moreover, such unique worthy place of refuge and veneration is perfect, 
complete and the essence of all perfections. He does not desire to receive 
benefits from others, and does not like material or mundane offerings. 
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The offering we must present to him must be entirely according to his 
wish. 

Since he is the only worthy place of refuge and heart-felt veneration, 
if we make offerings to another or if we take refuge in another and 
venerate another beside him, we commit a great sin by having erred and 
being confused in the offering and veneration we owe only to him. If we 
urge others to act in the same way, we will deserve an endless suffering in 
hell, without hope of liberation.” 


°° This idea probably sounded counter-intuitive to Buddhists, who believe heavens 
and hells are not eternal. 
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SECOND ARGUMENT 


ETERNITY OF THE FIRST CAUSE 


1) The First Cause never bad a beginning in the past. 
2) The First Cause will have no end in the future. 
3) The immortality of the souk? requires the eternity of its Maker. 


I need to explain why that common and most high origin of 
everything that exists outside itself and that does not depend on any 
cause, does not have a beginning in the past, nor a limit in the future. 


1) The First Cause never had a beginning in the past. 


If a being had inherent existence, without depending on a cause, it 
must be without limits in the past because obviously there cannot be a 
moment before which he did not exist. There are two reasons for this: 1) 
because there cannot be a moment in which he existed in relation to a 
cause; 2) because there cannot be a time in which there was a cause for 
his existence. 

Thus, he never depended on any cause, which is to say, there never 
was a cause for his existence. Since this truth is very subtle I will explain 
it further with some practical examples. 

If I think of butter, I can imagine it to be mixed and connected with 
milk, or I can think of it as completely and really separated from milk, or 
as that which we usually call “butter.” 

In the first instance, the butter was still connected with its cause and 
was not yet butter, properly speaking; in the second instance, it is 
completely and really separated from its cause and is real butter. Strictly 
speaking, in the first instance I cannot say that what was connected to its 
cause, namely milk, was real butter; however, once it was separated from 
it, I could say: “This is real butter.” 


°° See footnote # 28. 

” Desideri uses this example to point out how an effect flows from a cause. 
Nagarjuna, on his part, used a similar example to deny the reality of this 
transformation. As he denied the substantiality and therefore unreality of the 
aggregates, he denied the concepts of change and causality. He wrote in The 
Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XIII, 3-6: “All things lack entitihood since 
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In the same way, that which is still connected to its cause does not 
exist properly speaking, but once it is completely separated from its 
cause, then it does. 

Now, in regard to him who is the common origin of all that exists 
outside himself, as he exists in and of himself without ever depending on 
a cause, there was never a moment in which he was connected with a 
cause; precisely because of this, namely the fact that he never depended 
on a cause, he was always self-existent. In other words: since there was 
never a time in which he was connected with a cause, there was never a 
moment in which he did not exist of in and himself.” 

Therefore, if there was never a time in which he was not connected 
with a cause, there definitely has never been the limitation of a beginning 
in his past. 

Moreover, that common origin of everything that exists outside of 
itself, an origin that exists in itself and does not depend on any cause, 
could not have had a beginning in the past: 


1) because it is a being existing in a most perfect way; 

2) because it is inconceivable that he who exists of himself may not 
have existed; 

3) because it did not need an external power to make it exist; 

4) because it existed of itself, without depending on any cause, not 


having need for the power of an external cause to make it exist.” 

I will attempt to give some explanations about this very difficult and 
subtle matter. In regard to what is knowable, we can either say: this is 
true, or this is false. If you ask me why, I will reply that it is because 
human beings are certainly able to speak words and to know what they 


change is perceived. There is nothing without entity because all things have 
emptiness. If there is no entitihood, what changes? If there were entity, how could it 
be correct that something changes? A thing itself does not change. Something 
different does not change. Because a young man doesn’t grow old, and because an 
old man doesn’t grow old either. If a thing itself changed, milk itself would be curd, 
or curd would have to come to be an entity different from milk.” In the Questions of 
King Milinda (II, 2-1, 2) the example of milk and curds is used to explain the 
continuity and simultaneity of rebirths. 

*SGod’s essence is to be self-subsistent. Unlike creatures, who receive their being or 
existence from another and thus are participated beings, God's essence is existence. 
He is absolute being, namely self-subsistent. In him essence and existence are one 
and the same. See Joseph Bobik, Aquinas on Being and Essence: A Translation and 
Interpretation (University of Notre Dame Press, 1965). 

Spinoza spoke in similar terms as he spoke about God as causa sui, or as a being 
whose essence is existence. The concept of absolute being excludes any limit and 
potentiality. 
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mean by them. If you are a human being, it is impossible for you not to 
speak or to fail to understand the meaning of what you are saying, 
though there are a few unfortunate exceptions. 

Now, truth does not depend on other things, for instance on the fact 
that humans can talk and understand the meaning of their words. From 
this it follows that we cannot say about something that it is true and not 
true at the same time, because truth does not depend on human beings’ 
ability to speak and understand. Likewise, we cannot say that a man 
knows what he is saying and not know what he is saying at the same; or 
that he knows how to write Tibetan and does not know to write Tibetan 
at the same time. Finally, one could never say that He who is self- 
subsistent and does not depend on any other cause both exists and does 
not exist, because he has always existed perfectly and necessarily.” 

Thus man, precisely because he is able to know, can understand truth 
and that its opposite is falsehood; thus, since time immemorial, truth has 
always been such at all times and in all circumstances; conversely, since 
time immemorial, the opposite of truth has always been falsehood and 
heresy, at all times and in all circumstances. 

Thus, since time immemorial it is false and heretical to say that a 
person cannot speak and know the meaning of his own words, or to say 
that there was a time in which he who existed of himself without 
depending on any other cause, has not existed or has not been perfect. 
Why is this the case? Because the existence of One who does not depend 
on any other must be and is indeed perfect. Consequently, if he who is 
self-subsistent must have always been perfect at all times, from all 
eternity, he cannot have been limited by a beginning in the distant past. 

However, there is another argument in support of the view that he 
who is self-subsistent does not depend on any other cause and enjoys the 
perfection of being beginning-less; this is because he exists outside 
becoming and is not moved by any other Mover, but is himself the First 
Mover of all things that are moved. 

These are the reasons for my claim. 

Let me begin with an example. In this world of ours there are only 


*Desideri was indeed up to a great challenge as he took on a widespread Mahayana 
Buddhist belief that language is an arbitrary human construct and only plays a 
practical and transitory function. Mahayanists also firmly deny the principles of non- 
contradiction and identity, which have traditionally been the pillars of Western logic. 
Nagarjuna wrote: “Are a name and a thing identical? In that case the word 'fire' 
would burn one's mouth. Are a name and a thing different things? But in that case, 
comprehension would not exist” Hymn to the Transcendent One (Lokatistava), 7. 
Conversely, Hinayana Buddhism 
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sea and land. If at this moment we find on land an object that once used 
not to be there, we must necessarily conclude that once it used to be in 
the sea, and vice versa. 

In the same way, any given thing may either be or not be, but if we 
say about him who is self-subsistent without depending on any other 
cause, that there was a moment prior to which he did not exist, we must 
admit that once he was not perfect, but then, having changed, he “moved 
over” to the side of perfection. 

This is what I mean. Whatever object was first in the sea, it cannot 
possibly have been found on land without having been moved first. 
Likewise, something that once was not perfect could not have become 
perfect other than through change, because without movement it is 
impossible to come from the imperfect existence in the sea, to the perfect 
existence on land. 

If on land there is something that has always been there, it is logical 
to say that it has never been moved, and thus that it never has been in the 
sea. 

Now, he who has always existed of himself without ever depending 
on anything else, has always been most perfect because in him there has 
never been a change in any manner or at any time; this means that he has 
always been perfect at every possible time, namely from all eternity, and 
he has never been, at any moment, in a state of less-than-perfect 
existence. Much more so, then, there has ever been a moment in which 
he has not been perfect; therefore, he, who has always existed of himself, 
could not have had and never did have a beginning in the past. 

We have admitted that he who existed of himself without depending 
on anyone else has not had a limit of a beginning because in him there 
could not have been any “movement” since he has always been perfect 
and in possession of all his good qualities. But if he has always been in 
possession of all his good qualities he could not have had any defect, and 
is therefore free of any imperfection: he did not experience change 
because change presupposes that something is lacking. 

If a flower at this moment smells nice, and has not undergone any 
change in the past day, it means that it has retained its fragrance since 
yesterday. In the same way, he who has existed of himself without 
depending on any cause is perfect precisely because he has existed of 
himself; that means that in the future there will also never be a change in 
him, nor a moment in which he is less than perfect. 

If you ask me a reason for it, I would say that if a flower has now a 
good fragrance that it did not have yesterday, it is obvious that a change 
has taken place in it. Likewise, if He who existed of himself in a perfect 
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way, without depending on any cause, undergoes a change, this would 
mean that he was not perfect to begin with: but if his existing is perfect, 
it cannot possibly have undergone any change, in any way and at any 
time. In conclusion, since there is no moment in which he is not perfect, 
he cannot possibly have ever had a limit of beginning, 


2) The First Cause will have no end in the future. 


I will now explain why this is the case. He who exists of himself 
without depending on any cause will not have a limit in the future 
because, as I have suggested earlier, since his essence is perfect, it cannot 
be imperfect at the same time. 

Since He does not depend on anything else, human beings, capable 
as they ate to understand the meaning of the words they speak, must 
embrace the truth about him. 

There is a difference between truth and falsehood; if there is truth, it 
will continue to remain true in the future, and therefore it will not be able 
to turn into falsehood at any given time. Therefore, if He who exists of 
himself has a perfect existence, in him there cannot be two contradictory 
realities, namely that He exists and that He does not at the same time. If 
this is the case, then in the future He cannot possibly disappear or cease 
to exist; it is impossible that at a given moment in the future He will no 
longer be. 

Moreover, in him who exists of himself without depending on any 
cause, there cannot be a movement or change. 

Just as the top of a very high mountain will never touch the plain 
below unless moved by an inner or external cause; and just as a flower 
endowed with a nice fragrance will never lose it unless a change occurs in 
it; likewise, he who exists of himself without depending on any cause, 
cannot fail to have a perfect existence in any moment of the future, 
because there cannot be any change or movement in him. Therefore, 
since this is how things are, he will never have a limit in the future: the 
reason is that since He exists of himself without depending on any cause, 
there cannot be any moment in which his existence is not perfect; 
therefore there will never be a moment in which he could disappear or 
become extinguished, because it is impossible that a contrary cause may 
act on him who possesses a perfect, omnipotent, immeasurable and 
unlimited power. 

In conclusion, if he who exists of himself possesses perfect, 
almighty power, there will never be a cause that will make him to cease to 
exist, because his power would cancel out any such cause. 
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Obviously, it is impossible to find an evil cause that may have power 
over him; therefore, if there cannot be a cause that forces him out of 
existence, it is impossible for him to disappear. 

I will explain the reasons as clearly as I can. Existing things obviously 
cannot disappear of their own accord or due to the power of other 
things that are their equal; however, they can disappear due to a contrary 
power acting against them. 

Let me break down this claim into separate parts. 

If existing things were to disappear of their own accord, then they 
would not exist at the time of their disappearance.” If one really exists 
and all of a sudden he disappears due to his own power, in that moment 
he should not exist, because if it was possible for him to disappear when 
he existed, obviously he should disappear at the precise moment in which 
his existence coincides with not-existing; thus, it is impossible for him to 
disappear due to his own power, since he would exist and not-exist at the 
same time, which is impossible. 

Nor can a thing that really exists disappear due to the power of 
another thing that is its equal [though it could disappear due to a greater 
power]; in this way a good quality of the mind disappears due to the 
power of having misunderstood something, just as a defect of the mind 
disappears due to the power of the antidote.” 

Consider these examples: wood disappears due to the power of a 
great fire; a seed of wheat or barley rots in the water and disappears due 
to the power of humidity; hail melts away due to the power of warm air; 
the plain's grass and the winter flowers disappear due to the harsh cold 
weather; a crop dries up in summertime due to the power of drought; a 
living being disappears due to the power of a fever or of pneumonia, or 
of excessive heat or cold, of humidity or dryness. Moral of the story: any 
living thing when it disappears always does so due to a harmful power 
opposing it. Therefore, He who exists of himself, perfect in nature and 
not depending on any cause, cannot possibly be produced or made to 
disappear at any time by any living being opposed to him. From this it 
follows that it is impossible for him to be limited in the future. 

Again: He who exists of himself and is perfect, without depending 
on any other cause, has no limits in the future precisely in virtue of such 


*! Obviously, things cannot disappear at the moment in which they do not exist: in 
other words, in order to disappear they must exist. But in the moment in which they 
exist, they cannot disappear due to their own power. 

*° Change implies potentiality, composition, imperfection, and therefore it is 
incompatible with God, who is absolutely perfect Being. 
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attributes that make him perfect, unchanging and stable. 

Therefore, he whose existence is complete and perfect is worthy of 
our trust, both because he cannot err, and because his perfections and 
qualities are pure, complete, most sublime, eternal, beyond human 
understanding and ineffable. Moreover, He himself and his perfections 
and qualities are one and the same, because they are not super-imposed 
to him; if they were, He could not be identified with them. 

As it is, He cannot have any limit in the future because his qualities 
and perfections, which are identical with him, cannot have a limit. This is 
why his nature is worthy of our trust. 

Moreover, He who existed of himself and did not depend on any 
cause, being identical with his perfections, is always supremely blissful 
and in him there is no trace or cause of suffering. Therefore, all his good 
qualities and perfections that are identical with him, are necessarily and 
always un-perishable; and if they are un-perishable and identical with 
him, it follows that He will never perish or have a limit in the future.” 

I believe I have made myself clear, but I wish to further elucidate my 
thinking with an example. A most beautiful home, ornate with many 
precious things may be a peaceful and pleasant abode as long as one is 
certain that it will not collapse; but if one does not have this certainty, 
how can he dwell in it at ease? 

In the same way, if we were not able to fully put our trust in him 
who exists of himself, whose nature is perfect and who does not depend 
on any other cause, how could we possibly place in him and his 
perfections our ultimate glory and enjoyment? This could indeed be the 
case if in him and his perfections there were limits and defects, though, 
as we have said before, He is above and beyond every limitation and 
imperfection. 

Therefore, both him and his perfections are worthy of our trust 
precisely because there is no limit to them in the future. 


3) The immortality of the soul requires the eternity of its Maker. 


There is yet another reason why He who exists of himself cannot 
have a limit in the future: considering that what exists outside himself 
depends on him, if He was not to exist in the future, how could things 
that depend on him exist in the future as well? I am referring specifically 
to the human soul. 


3 According to Buddhism, even the supreme God Brahma once day will die and be 
reborn. 
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Among all the countless things that exist outside of him and are 
destined to disappear, the soul, as it is well known,” will exist even in the 
future, because it was made to be everlasting, immortal and 
indestructible. 

For instance: 

A flame rises from a lamp fueled by ghee; in the future it will 
continue to rise endlessly, but only if the ghee will not run out, not even 
for an instant. 

A lame person, leaning on a walking stick may and will be able to 
always come and go as he pleases, but only as long as the stick on which 
he leans will not wear off or break. 

A pen, resting in a hand, will be able to write infinite words without 
ever needing to be replaced, as long as the hand does not get tired and 
the ink runs out. 

A coach, led by only one driver, without the possibility of changing 
drivers, will keep on going as long as the same driver does not quit or die. 

An image reflected in the mirror will always exist, but only as long as 
what causes the image reflected in it does not wonder off. 

In the same way, since the soul never disappears or dies and will 
continue to exist forever in the future, the cause that produced it and to 
which it is always connected, namely the Self-existent Being, must also 
necessarily exist forever. 

The being who exists of itself will therefore never have a limit in the 
future. 


%4 I have no idea why Desideri wrote “as it is well known,” considering that one of 
the key doctrines of Buddhism is anatta. 
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THIRD ARGUMENT 


THE MAIN CHARACTERISTIC OF THE FIRST CAUSE IS TO 
BE INDEPENDENT, NAMELY UNCAUSED 


Introduction 
First Thesis — Necessity of the independence of the First Cause 


a) The example of the subjects. 

b) Necessity of the limited chain a parte ante. 

c) First objection: there is no First Cause outside the series, but every unlimited series 
has its cause. 

d) Second objection: the causes are within the series. 

Conclusion 


Second thesis — The existence of the Independent explains the existence of the inter- 
dependent, but the denial of the existence of the Independent leads to denial of 
everything that exists. 


Third thesis — The doctrine of the Independent validates the theory of emptiness 
(sunyata). 


a) Sunyata is synonymous of the impossibility of all things having a sufficient reason 
in themselves. 

b) Without the Independent we cannot explain what is dependent, and the law cause- 
effect is rendered null and void (and so is sunyata). 


Introduction 


What follows is an explanation of a feature of the common and 
most high First Cause, the origin of all things, which does not depend on 
any cause. I will introduce my explanations a bit at a time, the way a 
parent does. 

We identify an object through its qualities and characteristics; at the 
same time we identify it we also differentiate it in a radical fashion from 
everything that is either not it or outside of it. 

In our case, there are two different explanations set forth by sages in 
order to identify through its qualities and characteristics what is the 
natute of the common and most high Origin of everything that is 
external to it, as it does not depend on any cause itself. 
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Countless sages in the world accept as true the following 

characteristics and qualities: 

a) It is the common origin of all things outside itself; 

b) It does not depend on any cause; 

c) Its nature is to possess all perfections and qualities without any 
temporal limits; 

d) It has always been self-existent. 

This is the first explanation; I will go over the second explanation 
after explaining this first one. 

In order to examine this first explanation it is necessary to consider 
three moments: negation, affirmation and refutation, namely negation of 
other people's world view; affirmation of one's own; discussion and 
refutation of objections.” 

Some people say that the doctrine of the self-existent One is 
“opposed to truth,” and therefore it is useless to refute it: it is already 
refuted by suggesting the very idea “it exists of itself.” 

Now, consider two things “opposed to truth:” 

1) the view opposed to the path; 
2) the wrong view opposed to higher wisdom.” 

An example of the first is found in the work called Déstinguishing the 
Middle from Extremes (Madhyantavibhanga): “The obstruction of afflictions 
and the obstruction of knowledge are taught by me. All countless 
obstacles are (summarized) in them.” ‘Thus, moral and mental 
obstructions that are “opposed to the truth” are knowable. 

The second type of things “opposed to truth” is explained in the 
work called Refutation of Objections (Vigrahavyavartani)”’ in this way: “Some 
believe that a woman conjured through magic is a real woman, and then 


35 This method is typical of Scholasticism, both Catholic and Tibetan Buddhist. See 
Jose Ignacio Cabezon, Scholasticism: Cross-cultural and Comparative Perspectives 
(State University of New York Press, 1998). 

*Desideri refers approvingly to the Hindu-Buddhist doctrine of the two categories of 
things “opposed to truth:” the “views opposed to the path,” which are practical 
mistakes that detract from the ultimate goal of enlightenment, and the “wrong views 
opposed to higher wisdom,” i.e., doctrinal errors or heresies. Errors caused by 
ignorance and passions are opposed to higher wisdom and in turn cause more errors 
opposed to the path, meaning the impossibility to attain truth, enlightenment and 
nirvana. But if we recognize and eliminate the error opposed to higher wisdom we 
will also eliminate the error opposed to the path. Buddha used the words “path” and 
“way” in a metaphorical manner, as means leading to the goal (e.g., the “Eightfold 
path”). Jesus used such metaphor and even applied it to himself: “J. am the way” (Jn 
14:6). 

This work is also known as The Dispeller of Disputes. 
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lust arises in their hearts. But if one knows she is not a real woman, he 
concludes it is a phantom, and lust vanishes. In the same way, my 
explanations will make the two ‘things opposed to truth’ disappear.” 

As I have said there are two types of things “opposed to truth:” 
views opposed to the path, and views opposed to higher wisdom. 

The main thing “opposed to truth” is the latter, namely the wrong 
view that arises in one’s mind, because in order to eliminate the “view 
opposed to the path” it is first necessary to eliminate the mind's 
erroneous concept. The two above mentioned works get rid of the 
notion “Independent from the world populated by living beings and by 
living objects” by appealing to the doctrine of interdependence or 
“codependent origination” (paticca-samuppada):* this way, the doctrine of 
the Self-Existent becomes an “erroneous view opposed to higher 
wisdom.” 

I will reply to the views expressed in these texts with three 
arguments: 

1) I must explain that the opinion according to which there is no 
Independent is a thought opposed to truth. This error has arisen because 
you interpreted in a blanket-fashion the fact that everything around us is 
dependent; the result is that an erroneous object has arisen which is a 
“view opposed to higher wisdom.” 

2) I must explain that this doctrine of the Self-Existent is not a 
heresy contrary to your view of interdependence, and that it does not 


*’The doctrine of paticca sammupada is more than just about the twelve nidana, or a 
cycle consisting of twelve moments in one's rebirth: it is about a doctrine of co- 
dependent production or “conditioned rebirths,” namely of the fact that all 
phenomena, and not just man, are interdependent. 

Desideri reproaches his opponents for not using in an exact manner the method of 
awareness of the two types of things “opposed to truth.” He says that they erred by 
formulating the doctrine of the interdependent (an error “opposed to higher 
wisdom”), and consequently erred in reaching a conclusion which they claimed was 
supposed the clear the path of truth, but ended up blocking it instead. In other words, 
Desideri claims that by misinterpreting the doctrine of interdependence (“everything 
is dependent”), they concluded that the “doctrine of the Independent” is contrary to 
the path of truth and confidently asserted that the Self-Existent does not exist. 
Desideri goes on to say that their erroneous view “opposed to higher wisdom” 
amounts to seeing around us only dependent things, and then reaching a conclusion 
that goes beyond the limits of the premises. They should have said: “Around us there 
are only dependent things,” but should not have deduced: “therefore everything is 
dependent and consequently the Independent does not exist.” Thus, the erroneous 
view opposed to higher wisdom led them to make an error opposed to the path. 
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harm it.“ 

3) I must explain that my doctrine of the Self-Existent is in full 
accord with your doctrine of emptiness (sunyata), moreover, my 
explanation will improve on your doctrine.” 


FIRST THESIS — Necessity of the independence of the First Cause. 


The doctrine that the Independent does not exist is “opposed to 
truth” and arose from interpreting in a blanket-fashion the fact that we 
are surrounded only by dependent things. Thus, the conclusion that was 
reached is that only that which is dependent exists. However, this way of 
thinking is opposed to higher wisdom. 

Let me adduce an example. When I shoot an arrow if I aim either at 
above or below the target, these two aims are a distraction and keep me 
from hitting the bullseye. 

In the same way, from either an overly unlimited or overly limited 
interpretation we cannot arrive at an exact knowledge of sunyata. For 
instance, if you say to me: “All men are rulers,” or “All men are subjects,” 
both of these two propositions deny the fact that there are indeed 
subjects. 

In the same way, the following two ideas are erroneous: 

1) to claim in accordance with the principle of existence's 
substantiality that “everything that exists is substantial” [i.e., pantheist 
substantialism]; 

2) to claim in accordance with the system of absence (or emptiness) 
of substance that “everything that exists is interdependent” [i.e., radical 
phenomenalism] 

These two opinions are erroneous in comparison to the right view, 
and completely prevent the correct understanding of sunyata: the second 
opinion in particular, according to which everything that exists is empty 
of Independent, is opposed to higher wisdom because it is overly- 
extended. If some people are of the opinion that I speak ignorantly, let 
them know that such opinion will not be approved by any really wise 
man. 

In any event, I will reply to them with the example of the subjects; 


4 The doctrine of interdependence remains unaffected in Desideri’s interpretation 
because it is synonymous of the impermanence of all things that any sound 
philosophy recognizes. 

4l This doctrine becomes all the more praiseworthy because things acquire a special 
dignity in virtue of having been created by the hand of the Almighty rather than 
merely arising in dependence of each other. 
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then I will explain the meaning of the example and find an application 
for it. 


a) The example of the subjects 


To admit and claim that all men are subjects, is contradictory and 
erroneous; moreover, it is useless to attribute this view to subjects 
because by claiming that all men are subjects one ends up denying as a 
matter of principle, namely a priori, that the so-called subjects are indeed 
subjects [since if we deny that there is a ruler, we automatically deny that 
there are subjects]. 

If you ask me why, I will reply that if we deny a support we end up 
denying that things are supported; and if there are no supported things, 
there is no support either. How can there be a living being if we do not 
admit the vital principle? How can death exist if we do not admit that 
there are living beings? How can deterioration exist if perfection doesn't? 
How is it possible to listen if no one is talking? How can salvation exist if 
there is no one who saves? How can what is below exist if there I no 
above? 

If we accept that all men are subjects, then we should admit that 
there is no ruler, in which case all men: 
= should be governed without anyone ruling over them; 
= should exist without a life principle; 
= should all be like wooden beams sustained by pillars, without 
there being a single pillar; 
= should deteriorate without being perfected; 
= should all be following rules without anyone given them rules to 
follow; 

- should all be saved without anyone saving them; 
= should all be “below” without an “above.” 


What can be more ignorant than admitting this? This is why I said 
that to claim and accept the idea that all men are subjects is contradictory 
and erroneous; moreover, it is pointless to assign such status to subjects, 
because by such claim this one ends up denying a priori that the so-called 
subjects are indeed subjects. 

Now let me explain the meaning of my example. 

The opinion and claim that all things without exception are 
dependent, have the defect of being contradictory and erroneous; 
moreover, it is also pointless to attribute the condition of being 
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dependent to things, because if all things are dependent in that case one 
denies by definition that they are dependent. 

If you ask me why, I would reply that just as a person is a subject 
insofar as he depends on his ruler, and therefore is not independent, 
likewise everything that exists is dependent because it depends on its 
cause, and thus is not independent. But just as if there was no ruler there 
could not be subjects either, likewise, if there is no Independent, there 
cannot be dependent things either, and none of them would end up 
depending on its own cause. 

Therefore, just as if it is true that in the absence of a ruler it is most 
ignorant to say that all men are subjects, in the same way, if among all 
living things there is no Independent, it is most contradictory and 
erroneous to say that all things are dependent. Unless we go to the root 
of this argument we cannot refute it, and this root is the doctrine of 
sunyata.” If everything that exists is empty of independence, then 
everything that exists must depend on another, namely it must depend on 
its cause and be produced. 

We read in Mualamadhyamakakarika {Nagarjuna’s The Fundamental 
Wisdom of the Middle Way): “If something is independent, it cannot be said 
to have arisen from a cause, because to be independent means to be 
without a cause; for if it had arisen from a cause, then it should be said to 
depend on it. But if does not depend on a cause, it cannot possibly arise. 
Thus, if the Independent is not made by another and does not depend 
on any other, then it does not exist.”” 


b) Necessity of the limited chain a parte ante 


If we examine with higher wisdom every existing thing and gradually 
trace them back all the way, we will find the series of beings to be either 


# Sunyata (in Tibetan stong pa nyid) is emptiness, the key term in Nagarjuna’s and 
Madhyamika’s doctrine. It is the expression used to indicate the absence of inherent 
existence in all things, or the absence of real, independent existence. To exist in 
dependence means to be “empty.” The opposite of empty is independence, namely 
substantial existence that according to Buddhists should correspond to an 
hypothetical absolute being whom theists call “God” and whose existence Buddhists 
deny. Knowledge of emptiness means knowledge of the way things are, that they are 
ultimately unreal, since a thing that is produced by a cause is empty and exists in 
dependence of something else. 

4 The exact quote from the text is: “If you perceive the existence of all things in 
terms of their essence, then this perception of all things will be without the 
perception of causes and conditions...Something that is not dependently arisen, such 
a thing does not exist. Therefore a non-empty thing does not exist.” XXIV, 16, 19. 
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limited or unlimited. In the first case, if the series of existing things is 
limited, then we will arrive at a Being, prior to which nothing else can 
possibly exist. In that case, it is not possible that this Being is produced 
by a cause, for if it was produced by a cause, there would be another 
being prior to it by which it was produced. Again, in such case that 
alleged first existing Being would be an effect, preceded by yet another 
being which is its cause. Thus, by tracing the series backwards, we must 
arrive at the One existing, of which we must say that it has not been 
produced by a cause, and thus is empty of dependence [namely, it is 
independent]. 

In fact, if we admit that all existing beings, without exception, are 
empty of independence [namely they are dependent], then we must also 
admit that today there should not be any existing thing, not even one, 
without exception [since there is not a First Cause on which they 
depend]. On the contrary, by acknowledging that things exist, and by 
gradually moving back towards the limit of the beginning, there must be 
an entity that can be known by higher wisdom. If this entity is truly the 
first beginning, we cannot admit another one existing prior to it, 
otherwise, if this too is dependent and produced by a cause, it no longer 
the first beginning. 

Is it possible to find a greater contradiction than this? In order to 
eliminate such contradiction one could say: “By gradually regressing all 
the way to the first existent we might find out that there are no limits. 
This way, every existing thing can surely be reached and examined in light 
of higher wisdom [in other words, it can be recognized as dependent in 
an unlimited series].” 

However, in this case the problem remains open or unsolved, 
because it is not possible to regress infinitely without ever reaching the 
limit of a beginning. 


c) First objection: there is no First Cause outside the series, but every unlimited series 
has its cause. 


Let us take one thing and its unlimited series: every being existing 
within the series depends on another and is produced by its own cause. 
The same thing applies to living beings in their unlimited series: each one 
depends on another, and is produced by its own cause without exception, 


“ The contradiction consists in this, that after admitting a first independent and 
uncaused “beginning,” one then goes on to claim that there is another entity 
preceding him. 
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since this is the characteristic of all there is. 


Response 

Now let us consider this. Since cause and effect are two distinct 
things, unless we admit a first cause common to the whole series and 
external to it, we multiply ad infinitum the first causes of all things, as 
many as the series are. Can something more ignorant than tis be said?” 
Let me explain the meaning of this with an example, namely the need 
that the series of things have an origin from a cause that is outside the 
series themselves. 

Let us take the series of human beings. You say: all of them, without 
exception and limits depend on a first man. Very well, then. I would like 
to point out that this first man who produced the series of human beings 
is a man who is not really a man, because he was not produced, and by 
definition all men must be dependent, which is to say, produced. 
Consequently, we must admit that at the beginning of the series of men 
there is a man who is not a man. Is there a greater contradiction than 
this? Therefore, we must resort to a First Cause, outside the series of 
men. 


d) Second olyection: the causes are inside the series. 


Some people, confronted by this difficulty, in order not to admit a 
common cause outside the series, have said that the causes of things are 
not outside the unlimited series, but within them, just like man's mind, 
which is immaterial, is found within man, who is material, and is the 
cause of man. Therefore, it is not necessary to suppose that there is a 
cause outside the series. 


Response 

What these people say is not according to truth” and I will reply 
with an example which I will then clarify. 

When wise men examine a thing produced by a cause, they always 
think that this cause is something outside and distinct from the thing 
itself, namely from its effect; thus, when we talk about effect, it is not 


4 Desideri means to say that if we deny an uncaused Cause, which is independent 
and the cause of all there is, we are then forced to accept that the countless series 
(considered as a whole) of existing things are themselves uncaused. 

“Desideri will now explain the principle formulated by Scholastic Philosophy: nihil 
sit sine ratione sufficienti. 


178 


enough to think about what is being talked about, namely the effect, but 
we must also think about something outside of it, which will also be 
distinct from it in the future, namely its cause. Thus, it is not enough to 
call something an “effect,” because there must also be another thing 
besides this effect, namely the cause: all things that depend on a cause 
must have this cause outside their series, namely outside of all we have 
called “effect.” 

The hypothesis that the cause of the series is included in the series 
themselves, just like the immaterial mind is present in material man, does 
not hold to close scrutiny. The mind is nothing but an aggregate of the 
composite reality we call “man.” This aggregate is typical of living beings, 
and when it is present, the composite reality always possesses the “form 
aggregate? as well: in other words, it is material. Thus, this people’s 
example is not according to logic: in other words, the mind cannot be 
compared to a cause intrinsic to the series. In conclusion, they did not 
successfully prove what they wanted to demonstrate. 

Until now we have considered the explanation given by others. Now 
it is my turn to speak: I will do so by taking up that example again and 
using it against my opponents. It is evident that there are material things 
that derive from an immaterial “vital principle.” 

This is what I wanted to claim: obviously everything that exists must 
not necessarily depend on a visible cause, but may depend on a non- 
visible and distinct cause. 

If we admit that the cause is within the series as the mind is within 
man, we will run into two problems: 

1) The cause of the series of things is different from the things in the 
series and included in the series. But if it is different, it cannot be included 
within it. Therefore, it is necessary that the cause be outside the series 
themselves. 

2) If the cause of the series is ucluded, it cannot be different from the 
series themselves, otherwise it would no longer belong to the series, the 
result being that it could not produce the series: nothingness would 
ensue. 

Could there be a greater contradiction than this?” 


“’The Tibetan word used by Desideri is sems, which is the faculty of moral willing, 
spirit, mind, soul. Buddhists acknowledge the example of the body as derived from 
the soul, and they may even accept it since they say that the body derives from 
yata, which is consciousness, vital principle. 

To say that the cause of the series is both included in the series themselves and 
different at the same time is contradictory, because if it is included it cannot be 
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Conclusion 

If an element of the limited series is at the extreme limit of the 
beginning, this element cannot have a cause that produced it, otherwise it 
would not be at the extreme limit [if indeed the series is unlimited there 
cannot be an extreme limit]. Thus, we cannot say that there is no self- 
existent Being. We must therefore regard as erroneous the opposite view, 
namely the thesis that claims that everything that exists, without 
exceptions, is dependent. The thesis upheld by the supporters of 
Madhyamika is an erroneous judgment of the mind (i.e. an object of 
conventional wisdom), and is opposed to higher wisdom. 


SECOND THESIS - The existence of the Independent explains the existence of 
the interdependent, but the denial of the existence of the Independent leads to denial 
of everything else. 


The doctrine of the Self-Existent is not opposed to the system of 
interdependence (paticca sammuppada). 

The denial of the Independent leads to deny everything else: the two 
types of wisdom (i.e., higher and conventional) can no longer explain the 
existence of things; sunyata is blocked; phenomena cannot be explained, 
nor can the objects of the senses, the senses themselves, the five 
ageregates, suffering and happiness; even the two truths, the ordinary or 
conventional one that concerns worldly things, and the ultimate one, that 
concerns sunyata, no longer have a reason to exist, just as the law of 
cause-effect, the principle of identity, and so on and so forth. 

Everything that exists, without exception, can be examined by two 
types of wisdom: higher wisdom that knows sunyata? and ordinary 
wisdom that examines material things. Through their analyses one 
eventually knows that all existing things are born and perish, but unless 
we admit the reality of an Independent we cannot explain their existence. 

If one says that the existence of all things can still be known 


different and if it is different it cannot be included. This whole argument is indeed 
difficult to follow. 

# According to Tibetan Buddhists, besides ordinary wisdom, which is proper of the 
mind and based on the sensory data, there are two types of higher wisdom: the first is 
called “higher wisdom of meditation on emptiness,” namely wisdom that knows 
sunyata. The second is called “higher wisdom of the same degree, but following 
meditation,” which is wisdom that examines the deep nature of phenomena. For 
clarity’s sake I have included both types of higher wisdom as one. 


180 


imperfectly without it, I would reply that on the contrary, it can be known 
quite perfectly only with it. In fact, if there was no Independent, then 
everything should be perfectly denied by the infallible higher knowledge 
within us that knows sunyata, namely interdependence, as well as by 
otdinary wisdom that knows material things. 

In fact, both types of wisdom should no longer know everything 
that is interdependent, because once we suppress the First Cause on 
which the interdependent depends, we end up suppressing the 
interdependent itself. In this case, namely if the two types of wisdom no 
longer know without exception that which is interdependent, the obvious 
conclusion we must draw is that higher wisdom, ordinary wisdom and the 
Arya’s path” [i.e., the path that leads to Enlightenment] are of no use. 
Moreover, if we deny the Independent we block at the roots the theory 
of sunyata itself: this is logical. In fact, if the two types of wisdom are no 
longer valid, the theory of sunyata is no longer valid either, since it is 
supported by those two types of wisdom. 

I feel I have clearly explained this topic; however, I still have new 
reasons to adduce, reasons that will arise in us in dependence on the 
“right analysis” that the theory of sunyata gives of the phenomena of 
birth and death, of existence and non-existence (in other words, of the 
true nature of all phenomena). 

If you ask me what a “right analysis” is, I will reply: it is the one 
made by higher wisdom in two ways: 1) by inquiring about sunyata, 2) by 
inquiring about the deep nature of phenomena 

If phenomena had their own nature, in other words, if they were 
independent, higher wisdom ought to know it; but if higher wisdom does 
not, this means that they are not independent. But if they are not 
independent, then the theory of sunyata cannot examine the origin of 
phenomena with that higher wisdom whose object is substance, but 
rather with the ordinary wisdom, whose object are material things. 

In this case it is very important to know whether it is possible or not 
to examine the origin of phenomena by means of higher wisdom. What I 
mean by saying “whether it is possible or not to examine” is: can the 
inquiring wisdom establish or not whether things are independent? This 
topic is dealt with in the work known as Bodbisattvayogacaryacatushataka- 


*°The Arya or arhat was the ideal of perfection of early Buddhism, which was then 
replaced in Mahayana Buddhism by the bodhisattva. An Arya (from the Sanskrit 
term that means sublime, elevated, transcendent, noble, glorious) was one who 
through meditation became so detached from all things as to be able to escape, after 
his death, from the cycle of existences and to enter into nirvana. 
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shastra-karika (Four Hundred Stanzas), in which we read: “Your analysis 
consists mainly in determining whether or not things are independent.” 
As your text says, we need to establish whether in the arising and 
disappearing of all things there is substance or not: in other words, do 
the birth and death of things require the existence of an Independent, or 
not? Better yet, the analysis of that higher wisdom is to establish whether 
among things there is independence to be found besides dependence. 

On the contrary, the proposition “it cannot examine,’ means that 
when higher analyzes and seeks, it cannot find among things not even 
one entity that is independent [in other words, it discovers that all things 
are dependent]. In this case the consequences are catastrophic: for if this 
independent cannot be found by higher wisdom as it examines things in a 
right fashion, then there would be no object for the two types of wisdom 
to analyze: neither the object of higher wisdom that knows sunyata, nor 
the object of ordinary wisdom that knows material things. 

In that case there would not even be the object of the senses, nor the 
six senses, the five aggregates, suffering or happiness. Consequently, long 
explanations concerning the six senses are completely useless, and the 
analyses undertaken by the two types of wisdom (both the higher one 
that knows sunyata, and the ordinary one that perceives matter) are useless 
as well.’ Moreover, the theory of sunyata itself would be rendered 
logically useless, since the two types of wisdom are the support of this 
theory. 

Consequently, if heresy and rejection of sunyata are opposed to 
higher wisdom, I ask: isn’t it rather the case that your rejection of the 
Independent is what is really opposed to higher wisdom? If you wonder 
why, I reply that your doctrine makes sunyata a false teaching and rejects 
it, with the result that this theory is pervaded by the impurity of 
contradiction.” In fact, it is contradictory to say that everything without 


>! After arguing that if the two types of wisdom do not acknowledge the Independent 
they are no longer able to explain interdependence (namely the world of 
phenomena), with the result that sunyata is barred (because it is upheld by these two 
types of wisdom), Desideri claims that unless we accept the Independent sunyata no 
longer has the support of the two types of knowledge. Ordinary knowledge perceives 
the appearance of things; higher knowledge sees in them a lack of substance, namely 
their emptiness. To these two forms of knowledge correspond two types of truth: 
temporary, ordinary, conventional, or material truth (samvarti-satya), and supreme, 
absolute, or ultimate truth (paramartha-satya). 

°° Nagarjuna reached the same conclusions: “Without being there is no non-being. 
Neither arises from itself nor from something else. This being so, this being does not 
exist: So there is no being, and therefore no non-being.” In other words, according to 
Nagarjuna a proof of his theory that relative things do not exist, is that there is no 
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exception is dependent [universal phenomenalism] and that there is no 
substantial Independent on which everything else depends. 

You have already accepted that everything that exists is according to 
ordinary existence, however you deny the existence of the Independent; 
and yet, with this denial you also deny everything that you have upheld so 
far, namely the existence of dependent things with the result that that we 
fall into the “abyss of nothingness.” 

When you deny, you do not deny things, but deny the existence of 
the Independent; however this denial also leads to the denial of the 
existence of the two truths, the conventional one, concerning things, and 
the ultimate one, which includes sunyata. 

If there is no Independent there is no possibility of making sense of 
what exists in ordinary existence. If this is the case, then there is no 
longer any birth, existence and disappearance; there is no law of cause 
and effect; and no principle of non-contradiction.”” 

The supporters of the Madhyamika school will seek a way out of this 
dilemma by saying: “This defect, namely that the laws of cause and effect 
and of non-contradiction are no longer valid, will not be found in those 
who have accepted that everything is dependent; on the contrary, they 
will be able to uphold these laws, while those who do not admit the 
dependence of all things have no valid support for their view.” 

I will now quote seven passages from your scriptures [to makes sure 
I understand you correctly]. 

1) This is what we read in Nagarjuna’s text, The Fundamental Wisdom of the 
Middle Way XXIV, 14; 36-37: “Those for whom emptiness is possible, for 
them everything is possible. Those for whom emptiness is not possible, 
for them everything is not possible...Whoever undermines emptiness 
which is contingent emergence also undermines all the conventions of 
the world. If one undermines emptiness, there would be no actions at all 


Absolute Being. Desideri reasons the other way around: if the two types of wisdom, 
the sensible and the higher one, do not acknowledge the existence of the Absolute, 
everything collapses and can no longer be explained, especially interdependence and 
sunyata. 

® According to Desideri the denial of the Independent does not explain the existence 
of the world of phenomena and therefore the law of cause-effect and the principle of 
non-contradiction. Buddhists uphold the exact opposite: in other words, they claim 
that if one admits an eternal substance, since such thing must be unchanging it cannot 
produce anything at all, and therefore the chain of dependent things cannot be 
explained. According to Buddhists, the law of cause and effect can only exist if there 
is no eternal substance, in other words they believe in a system of absolute 
phenomenalism. 
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and actions without an author and agents who do not act.” 

2) And in The Bodbicaryavatara IX, 33 we read; “The influence of 
phenomena is removed by employing the influence of emptiness, and 
even that is later eradicated by inculcating the realization ‘nothings 
exists.” 

3) In The Dispeller of Disputes (Vigrahavyavartani) 71: “For whom there is 
emptiness, there are all things. For whom there is no emptiness there is 
nothing whatsoever.” 

4) We read the same thing in Nagarjuna’s Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning 
(Yuktisastikakarika): “Those who cling to a self or to the world as 
unconditioned, they are captivated by the views about arising, 
permanence, impermanence, and so on. Those who assert the 
conditioned things as being established in terms of ultimate reality, why 
wouldn’t the faults of permanence and similar ones not arise within their 
minds? Those who accept the conditioned things as being neither true 
nor false, just like the moon in the water, they are not carried away by 
dogmatic views.” 

5) In Candrakirti’s The Treasure of Knowledge (Mulamadhyamaka vrith 
prasannapada)”* we read: “We do not have the defect and incur the ruinous 
consequence of believing that a phenomenon does not arise and does 
not disappear, but rather acknowledge that phenomena are 
interdependent; therefore we can clearly distinguish between what is truth 
and falsehood. I do not say these things on my own, but rather read them 
in the Madhyamika kakarika.” 

6) In Candrakirti’s Madhyamakavatara (Introduction to the Middle Way) we 
read: “All phenomena are empty of independence, and yet they follow 
one another because of the natural law of cause and effect. In a mirror, 
one’s reflection is empty of a real person, and yet it allows one to realize 
the presence of blemishes; in the same way, all phenomena are empty of 
an Independent and yet they arise as an effect of the emptiness, or lack 
of independence of their causes.” 

7) In Nagarjuna’s The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way 
(Mulamadhyamakakarika) XXIV, 15-17: “When you saddle on us all of 
your errors, you are like a man who has mounted his horse and has 
forgotten that very horse. If you perceive the existence of all things in 
terms of their essence, then this perception of all things will be without 
the perception of causes and conditions. Effects and causes and agent 
and action and conditions and arising and ceasing and effects will be 


`t Desideri referred to this work as Clear Words. It is a commentary on Nagarjuna’s 
The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way. 
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rendered impossible, and we could not distinguish truth from error.” 

In all these quotes from your scriptures, which according to your 
doctrine are reputed to be free of error, I do not find the defect of 
incoherence or unreasonableness; the problem lies in your interpretation 
of sunyata. If the supporters of Madhyamika want to debate with me, 
they have to do it concerning this focal point, which, if interpreted the 
way you do, allows me to find and denounce a defect in these very 
scriptures that you proclaim infallible.” 


THIRD THESIS - The doctrine of the Independent validates the theory of 
emptiness (sunyata). 


Not only the doctrine of the self-existent, namely of the Absolute, is 
in full accord with the doctrine of emptiness: it even improves it. 


a) Sunyata is synonymous with the impossibility of all things to have a sufficient 
reason in themselves. 


This is my position: we are engaged in a dispute because you are not 
very familiar with my philosophical system. I too acknowledge that 
everything that exists is dependent; not even an atom can exist by itself. 
As far as this is concerned, we are in agreement. But what I cannot 
accept is that there is no Self-Existent, and this is why I am arguing with 
you. 

The theme of the above-mentioned quotes from your sacred texts is 
undoubtedly the doctrine of sunyata, namely emptiness of independence. 
Now, my doctrine, in this first part of the argument, is identical to yours: 
namely, all things lack independence because they are caused. The fact 
that all things are empty of independence is not a truth known only to 
Madhyamika: my doctrine teaches it too, and on this we think alike. 

However, in what has been said in those passages there is a second 
part that is harmful to Madhyamika, namely that there is not even one 


5 Desideri’s logic is clear: if you insist in attributing to substance the qualities that 
are proper of the Absolute, it is obvious that you will never find it in anything; thus, 
things will always and only be seen as mere phenomena lacking substance. 
Therefore, Desideri wants to shift the topic of the discussion: since phenomena do 
not have in themselves their reason of being, it is necessary to admit the First Cause, 
otherwise the world of phenomena becomes un-explainable and the entire system of 
Madhyamika is absurd. In conclusion, he wants to revisit with his opponents what 
sunyata is about. 
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Self-Existent; and yet, if those quotes were scrutinized with pure 
reasoning, they would turn out to be in perfect accord with my doctrine, 
in this second part as well. 


b) Without the Independent we cannot explain what is dependent and the law 

cause-effect is voided (and so is sunyata). 

In fact, through these very quotes, we can know that there is a Self- 
Existent, because it is only by admitting that there is such a Being that we 
can put everything in proper context, including 
sunyata. 

If one acknowledges and accepts that there is a Self-Existent Being, 
the doctrine of co-dependent origination (paticca sammupada) makes total 
sense, but if one does not, such doctrine cannot be explained, because it 
is only by accepting the existence of such a Being that we can explain 
how effects are produced by causes; conversely, by denying that such a 
Being exists, we can no longer justify that effects are produced by their 
causes, for this can only be accounted for by positing an uncaused Cause 
at the beginning of it all. 

Only systems of thought that accept a self-existent Independent and 
a Cause that does not depend on any other Cause are true; on the 
contrary, systems that deny it are false. The definition of Independent is 
“One who did not depend on any other cause.” If there is not even one 
that is not “not made,” then we cannot explain everything else that is 
made. Conversely, if we admit the existence of He who is “not made,” 
who did not depend on any other cause, then everything that is “made” is 
his effect. 

If there not even One who did not depend on any other cause, then 
there should not even be effects. But if there are no effects, then there 
should not even be intermediate causes; and if there are no causes, there 
should not even be something that arises out of causes. And if nothing 
arises as a consequence of its cause, then it follows that it is not true that 
everything is interdependent. And if it is not true that everything is 
interdependent, then sunyata is not true either. And if sunyata is not true, 
then nothing else is true, as we read in The Fundamental Wisdom of the 
Middle Way XXIV, 14: “For him to whom emptiness is clear, everything 
becomes clear. For him to whom emptiness is not clear, nothing becomes 
clear.” 
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PART TWO 


DISCUSSION CONCERNING SUNYATA 


D Introduction: definition of sunyata. 


TI) Inexistence of substance, or emptiness of all things (Five 
theses upheld by Tibetans). 


HI) Sunyata requires the existence of the Absolute, Independent, 
Self-Caused Supreme Being, 
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INTRODUCTION 


a) Definition of sunyata; b) Sunyata and the Independent, c) Examples of 
the emptiness of all things; d) Discussion about the value of examples 
adduced; e) Defense by the followers of Madhyamika; f) Desideri’s reply. 


a) Definition of sunyata. 


Until now I have spoken very clearly, but I still need to make a few 
additional points. 

I previously quoted from The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way 
XXIV, 14: “For him to whom emptiness is clear, everything becomes 
clear. For him to whom emptiness is not clear, nothing becomes clear.” 

Let us now try to define in a proper way the term sunyata: as long as 
we define in an exact manner that term, both the followers of 
Madhyamika and myself will establish in a clear and definitive manner 
that all things are true. However, if either myself or the followers of 
Madhyamika will only employ the term sunyata without agreeing a right 
definition for it, then all things will definitely not be true; therefore, it is 
of the uttermost importance to establish an exact definition for such 
term. 

In the same text written by Nagarjuna we read that all things are 
interdependent and empty of self-existence since all things exist insofar 
as they depend on others.” As Nagarjuna said, all things are 
interdependent; they are empty of self-existence because they arise from 
their causes, just as you yourselves uphold and repeat. 

We read in his other work: 


Dialecticians assert that suffering is created by itself, created by another, by 
both self and another, or that it has no cause at all. But you, Buddha, have 
stated it to be brought on by dependent origination. That which originates 


°° The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XXIV, 18: “Whatever is 
dependently co-arisen, that is explained to be emptiness. That, being a dependent 
designation, is itself the middle way.” According to Nagarjuna, emptiness is 
interdependence, or paticca sammupada, namely the production of things in a state 
of relativity. We also read further on in verse 36: “If dependent arising is denied, 
emptiness itself is rejected. This would contradict all the worldly conventions.” 


189 


through dependence, this you maintain to be empty. That no independent 
entity exists, you the peerless, proclaimed in a lion’s roar.57 


From what has been said about all phenomena being empty of self- 
existence because they are interdependent, we conclude that the meaning 
of sunyata is “interdependence.” 

In The Dispeller of Disputes 22 we read: “The dependent existence of 
things is said to be emptiness, for what is dependently existent is lacking 
substance. All things are interdependent and there is no Independent.”” 
Thus, Nagarjuna says that everything that is interdependent is empty of 
self-existence. If you asked him why, he would reply: “Because things do 
not have inherent nature; all that is interdependent does not have self- 
existing substance.” 

Why is this said to be the case? Because things depend on their 
causes; if things had their substance from themselves, or their own 
independent nature, they would also to be without a cause, and this is 
inadmissible. This is why he said that all things are empty of self- 
existence. 

Candrakirti, in his Commentary to the Treatise in Four Hundred Verses 
(Catuh Satakasastra) said: 


I do not say that things do not exist: I say that all things are interdependent. 
If one says to me that I am realist, I reply: ‘No, I am not a realist, because I 
emphasize interdependence [paticca sammupada|. And if one asks me: “What 
do you mean by interdependencer’ I reply that interdependence means 
neither to be self-existent, nor to arise independently. Not self-existing means 
that it is like magic, a mirage, a reflection, an emanation, a dream:>? these 
things are not produced as effects in an independent, but interdependent 
manner. In this sense we say that there is no self, and we speak of ‘empty of 
self-existence,’ 


In the Commentary to Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning (Yuktisastikakarikaywe 


°’ Hymn to the Buddha, the World Transcendent 19 and 20 (trans by Geshe Thupten 
Jinpa, 2007). 

58 Ibid., 22: “Since they’re inert, dependent, empty, like an illusion, and arisen out of 
conditions, You’ve made it familiar [to the world] that all phenomena lack reality.” 
® This expression means: a) things do not exist as they appear to us, and thus they 
resemble magic, a mirage, etc.; b) things depend on other things, just like magic 
depends on the wizard, the mirage on the heat, the reflection on water or on the 
mirror, etc. See also Hymn to the Inconceivable 24: “As is the appearance of a 
magician [in a] dream or the sight of a double-moon, thus You have seen the world 
as a creation not created as a substance.” 
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read: “One who knows the interdependent does not fall in the abyss of 
the absolute, because he knows that all things exist in dependence of 
others, like a reflection in the mirror.” 

We read in the Answers to the Questions of Madrospa: “Anything that 
arises from a cause does not arise independently, and therefore it does 
not arise from itself. I say that anything that depends on its cause is 
empty of independence. The one who knows the emptiness of self- 
existence is wise indeed.” 

In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XV, 1-2 we read: 
“Essence arising from causes and conditions makes no sense. If essence 
came from causes and conditions, then it would be fabricated. How could 
it be appropriate for fabricated essence to come to be? Essence itself is 
not artificial and does not depend on another.” 


b) Sunyata and the Independent. 


These words are an invitation to reflection: since we want to examine 
the qualities or characteristics of things, whether they are true or not, we 
must first examine whether it is true or not that sunyata is in all things. In 
other words, we must examine whether it is true that every single thing is 
interdependent, and whether it is true that every single thing has been 
made by another thing. 

Under careful scrutiny, the whole system of truth and un-truth lies in 
these two opinions: 

1) The followers of Madhyamika insist that there is not even one 

being that is an independent absolute; 

2) I claim the existence of an absolute independent Being. 

Thus, we must carefully examine which one of these two opinions is 
true, and which one is false. 

Let us examine if it is really true that all things in the realm of 
existence have been made by something else. If you ask me what is the 
purpose of our discussion or what is its desired outcome, I will say that it 
is to understand well, with a wisdom that is unaffected by the ignorance 
blinding one’s mind, that the opinion of Madhyamika’s supporters is 
wrong, which claims that that there is not even an Independent who 
exists in himself and who has not been produced by other causes. 

First of all, they think and claim that all things are “without a 
beginning;” this is not right because most certainly all things have had a 
beginning. Upholding this theory of “without a beginning” leads one to 
fall into many contradictions. On the contrary, when things began to exist 
for the first time, there should not have been anything prior to them, 
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because that very moment marked their real beginning. 

The supporters of Madhyamika say that it is impossible that there 
ever was a self-existent Being outside the realm of existing things. But 
such realm — as Madhyamika’s supporters themselves claim — is not an 
absolute Independent, because their main tenet and doctrine is that there 
is no absolute independent because there is no being at all outside 
existing things, which are all dependent. 

However, I insist that the realm of existing things has necessarily 
been made by “Another” because otherwise it would be an absolute 
independent in its own right. 

You deny that there is a Being outside the realm of existing things, 
but I say that if the realm of existence must be dependent — as you claim 
in your Madhyamika system — then it must have been made by “another,” 
because if it hadn’t been, it could not be said to be dependent. 

You say that there cannot be any Being outside the realm of existing 
things. I reply that since you say that the realm of existence cannot be 
independent [i.e., self-existent] but must be dependent, this “other” on 
which it depends either exists outside of it, or inside of it: there cannot 
be a third solution besides these two. 

Now, you do not allow the first solution, namely that this “other” lies 
outside the realm of existence, because this solution contradicts your 
axiom according to which there is no being at all outside the realm of 
existence. 

Thus, we are left only with the second solution, that is, since there is 
no being at all outside the realm of existence, this “other” on which this 
realm depends must be found inside the realm itself. Therefore, 
everything that is in the realm of existence allegedly should depend on 
this “other,” because if this “other” had not existed first, the entire realm 
of existing things could not have come into existence. However, since 
this “other” has to be dependent as well, I imagine you would seek a way 
out of this dilemma and say: “These two things, namely the realm of 
existence and the ‘other’ on which such realm depends, are continuously, 
simultaneously and reciprocally dependent on each other.” 

However, I would like to point out to you that such reciprocal co- 
dependence is impossible. In fact, you must necessarily accept either one 
of these two views: 1) either this reciprocal dependence is simultaneous; 
2) or this reciprocal dependence takes place at different times. 

Now, it is not possible for that reciprocal dependence to be 
simultaneous, because this would amount to say that at any given 
moment both of them (i.e., the realm of existence and the “other” on 
which it depends) are already in existence. Moreover, it is also impossible 
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for that reciprocal dependence to occur at different times, because if the 
realm of existence and the “other” on which it depends depend on each 
other at different times, this would amount to say one of the two, already 
existing, depends on the other which is still not in existence. 

In conclusion: everything that exists in the visible world has had a 
beginning, and therefore we must admit that before the beginning of all 
things nothing existed. But if before the beginning of things nothing 
existed, then it is not true that things depend on other things, because no 
existing thing has ever depended on that which does not exist. 

If that which exists did not depend on “another,” it then follows that 
according to the supporters of Madhyamika that which exists should not 
really exist after all, because according to this system nothing exists which 
is not dependent on something else. But if this “other” at the beginning 
of all things did not exist, then the entire realm of existence should not 
exist either, because if the “other” did not exist, it would not be possible 
for things to exist. This is why, according to Madhyamika, everything that 
exists is neither true nor right [i.e., it does not really exist]. 

The supporters of Madhyamika say: “All existing things, both within 
and outside the realm of existence, are not absolute independents, 
because all things exist interdependently. All things, in fact, either within 
or outside the realm of existence exist interdependently.” This is the 
Madhyamika doctrine. 

These words do not offer an escape route to the supporters of 
Madhyamika, because they say that all existing things have had their 
beginning, and at the same time they insist that nothing exists outside the 
realm of existing things. If the realm of existing things had not depended 
on anything or anybody, then it should be qualified as an “absolute 
independent.” However, since according to the Madhyamika system there 
is definitely no Absolute, then the realm of existence itself should not 
have existed, either interdependently or conditionally. 

Therefore, since if there is no Absolute there is not even the 
conditioned, the Madhyamika system should not have room for the 
conditioned, namely for everything that exists. 

In Madhyamika, the existence of the independent Absolute is 
denied, both according to conventional truth and ultimate truth: 
consequently, it is not possible to adequately explain what is relative and 
conditioned through either one of them. 

Moreover you say that each one of all existing things had its own 
beginning and that outside the realm of things there is definitely no other 
existing being. Thus, “all that exists” cannot have arisen from “another” 
outside the realm of existing things, because there I nothing outside of it. 
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Nor can “all that exists” arise from itself, because self-arising is 
inadmissible. Moreover, “all that exists” in the realm of existing things is 
interdependent, and therefore caused; for everything that exists in the 
realm of dependent things is caused, and nothing lies outside the realm 
of existing things. 

However, if “all that exists did not arise from “another” or from 
itself, then it must have existed without having a cause, which is 
something you regard as inadmissible, because you insist that everything 
is caused. But if it is caused, then it must have been made by another 
who existed prior to it, though you deny that possibility. 

Nor can we say that what exists has been tre-fashioned, because 
anything that is re-fashioned does have a new beginning, but it already 
pre-existed. 

The fact remains that the realm of things really exists and it cannot 
be regarded as nothing; but then we must admit that it is self-existent, 
without a cause: in other words, it is an absolute independent, though you 
insist on calling it dependent and caused.” 

For we read in the previously mentioned passage from The 
Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XN, 1-2: “Tt is logical that one who 
would be self-existent has not arisen from a cause. In fact, if he arose 
from a cause it would be other-produced; in this case how can we 
reconcile self-existence with other-production? Because to be self- 


To recap Desideri’s argument: If the realm of existing things has not arisen from 
another and not even from itself, and is therefore without a cause, how can the 
supporters of Madhyamika say that it is caused, or conditioned? In fact, if the realm 
of existing things has not arisen from itself; has not arisen from another; has not been 
made from something else that did not exist beforehand; has not been re-fashioned 
because you can only refurbish something that already existed; not being able to 
deny that everything that exists is really existing, and since nothingness does not 
exist, they necessarily have to admit that everything that exists is without a cause, 
and therefore uncaused, un-conditioned, which is something that their doctrine 
abhors. Thus, concludes Desideri, their thesis that everything is interdependent is 
contradictory and necessarily leads to the affirmation of that Self-Existent which they 
want to deny. 

The Madhyamika’s thesis is contradictory also because it leads to the 
conclusion, which its supporters regard as inadmissible, that all existing things are 
without a cause; not only, but also that the characteristics that they attribute to 
existing things are the same that the Self-Existent has. Thus, they fall into the 
absurdity that all things are identical to the un-caused Self-Existent. To uphold his 
claim Desideri quotes two passages from Nagarjuna and Candrakirti. The conclusion 
is that the supporters of Madhyamika are left with the only option of denying the 
realm of existing things and to say that everything is mere appearance or 
phenomenon. 


194 


: 61 
existent means not to be made nor produced from another.” 


Moreover, in Candrakirti’s Car Words we read: “Due to the fact that 
a thing exists, it never loses its nature of existence, thus this thing is not 
‘nothing. But if we then accept that this thing is the Absolute, then it 
must also be thought of as eternal.” 

Nagarjuna said: “If existence was through essence, then there would 
be no nonexistence. A change in essence, could never be tenable.” 

The Madhyamika school escapes the conclusion that the realm of 
existing things is an absolute independent by claiming that in reality this 
realm is mere appearance, though in fact it does not really exist, because 
everything is phenomenon and essence does not exist. This way, they 
believe it is an established fact that an Absolute Independent’s existence 
cannot be demonstrated either through ordinary knowledge or ultimate 
knowledge. 

However, if these two types of knowledge cannot confirm the 
existence of a self-caused Independent, they will no longer be able to 
explain anything, and everything else becomes absurd. 


c) Examples of the emptiness of all things. 


From the statements we employ, taken from Madhyamika’s texts, we 
learn that existing things are a reflection of emptiness, and that all things 
consisting of aggregates (skhandhas) do not really exist. Existing things 
are empty because as reflections of emptiness they arise from it: this is 
what is being taught.” 


6l In the Sanskrit text: “Essence arising from causes and conditions makes no sense. 
If essence came from causes and conditions, then it would be fabricated. How could 
it be appropriate for fabricated essence to come to be? Essence itself is not artificial 
and does not depend on another.” See also XV, 4: “Without having essence or 
otherness-essence, how can there be entities? If there are essences and entities, 
entities are established.” 

© Desideri keeps insisting that once the existence of the Absolute is denied, the 
realm of relative things is denied as well; this is why Buddhists must necessarily 
affirm that everything is mere appearance. 

& The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XV,8. 

6t The following are some texts about this view. The Fundamental Wisdom of the 
Middle Way VII, 16: “Whatever is dependently arisen, such a thing is peaceful. 
Therefore, that which is arising and arising itself are themselves peaceful;” XIII, 3: 
“All things lack entitihood, since change is perceived. There is nothing without entity 
because all things have emptiness;” XXIV, 19: “Something that is not dependently 
arisen, such a thing does not exist. Therefore, a non-empty thing does not exist;” 
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Let us now examine some profound verses form the Sw#fa-pitaka that 
explain Madhyamika’s way of thinking. We read for instance: 


Just like a mirage, enchanted castles, magic and dream are empty of 
their own essence, know that all things are such: empty.” 

Up in the sky the moon rises pure and shiny, and its reflection appears 
on a clear lake’s surface, though the moon itself has not moved onto 
the water’s surface. Likewise, all things do not have concrete qualities. 
Know therefore that this is how all things are: a mere reflection.” 


Just as men who are in a forest hear only the echo of words, 


Hymn to the Inconceivable One, 3: “You have stated that [all that] has arisen from 
conditions is unoriginated. You have declared that it is not born through own being 
(svabhdva), and thus it is empty;” The Bodhicaryavatara IX, 5: “Ordinary people 
see existent things and also imagine them to be real, that is to say, not as an illusion. 
It is in this regard that there is disagreement between the ordinary person and the 
spiritually developed;” The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to 
Enlightenment : “Only one who sees all things according to ultimate truth can 
understand that they are empty. Everything, without exception is empty of being.” 
Thus, things are “empty” because they have no substance, and have no substance 
because mutually inter-dependent. For instance Tsongkapa says that wood is 
combustible in relation to fire; if there was no fire, wood would not be combustible; 
therefore, if we look to the substance of wood without thinking about fire, its being 
combustible does not exist: wood is empty of combustibility, in other words it is not 
combustible per se. 

© The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way VII, 34: “Like a dream, like an 
illusion, like a city of Gandharvas [heavenly beings], so have arising, abiding and 
ceasing been explained.” Also in Hymn to the World Transcendent , 9: “There exists 
no agent, no subject too; no merit [exists], they arise through dependence. Though 
dependently arisen they’re unborn so you’ ve proclaimed, O master of words;” and 
vv. 2-3: “That apart from the mere aggregates no sentient being exists, you uphold. 
Yet, great sage, you continue to remain perfectly immersed in the welfare of beings. 
Wise one, you’ve declared to the intelligent ones that aggregates too are comparable 
to an illusion, a mirage, a city of Gandharva [i.e., heavenly beings], and a dream.” 

°° The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment: “Just like the moon 
that appears on the water’s surface does not have the essence of the moon because it 
is not the moon, and does not have the substance that appears in it (and thus is empty 
of “moon-ness”), likewise all things are empty of being because none of them has its 
own being from itself, but all things exist only because they depend on something 
else;” Hymn to the World Transcendent 4: “Those which originate from a cause, 
without that [cause], they do not exist; so why would you not uphold that clearly 
they’re just like reflections!;” in Nagarjuna’s Hymn to the Incomparable One 18: 
“In your body there are not either any hollow, or flesh or bones or blood; you have 
shown a body similar to a rainbow in the sky.” 
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expressions of joy, or lamentations, but do not see their source — this is 
how all things are. One hears the echo of songs, music, crying, and one 
knows that this echo depends on these sounds; and yet one does not 
hear the original sound, but only a faint echo, which is a reflection. 
This is what all things are: a mere echo.’ 


In a dream a man dreams of his beloved, but when he wakes up he 
does not see her next to him. In the same way ordinary people have 
several attachments and desires. Know that this is how things are: an 
illusion.” 


Magicians know how to work tricks and make horses, elephants and 
carriages appear. You see them, and yet they are not really there. This 
is how all things are: magic.’ 


© Hymn to the Inconceivable, 4: “Just as an echo here [in this world] arises 
dependently upon a sound thus also the [entire] origination of existence is like an 
illusion and a mirage.” 

6 Hymn to the Inconceivable 24-26: “As is the appearance of a magician [in a] dream 
or the sight of 4 double-moon, thus You have seen the world as a creation not created 
as a substance. Just as a son who is born, established and deceased in a dream, thus 
the world, You have said, is not really born, enduring or destroyed. Just as 
origination in a dream is experienced due to causality, thus You are convinced that 
the common origination and dissolution of all things is the same.” 

© The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way, 31-33: “Just as the teacher, by 
magic, makes a magical illusion and by that illusion another illusion is created, in 
that way we are an agent and his action: the agent is like the illusion, the action is 
like the illusion’s illusion. Afflictions, actions, bodies, agents and fruits are like a city 
of Gandharvas and like a mirage or a dream;” Hymn to the Inconceivable 32-33: “Is 
it not a clear statement of Yours, O great-sage, that when those beings who are 
extinguished are [in fact] not born [at all, then] no one is liberated by anyone! Just as 
the work of a magician is empty of substance, all the rest of the world has been said 
by You to be empty of substance - including a creator;” Hymn to the World 
Transcendent 16-17: “The emergence of effects from a cause through destruction or 
non-destruction, this origination is like the occurrence of an illusion; You taught that 
everything is likewise as well. Therefore you fully understood this world to have 
emerged from ideation, and even when emerging, you’ve declared, ‘There is no 
arising and no disintegration’;” Hymn to the Inconceivable 49-51: “One to whom a 
substance presents itself, upon him [the dogmas of] annihilation and [permanence] 
incur; and he implicitly accepts that the world is finite or infinite [etc.] Just as there is 
cognizable when there is cognition, there is cognition when there is cognizable. 
Where both of them are unborn what then is [there to be] understood? By thus 
expressing himself clearly through analogies such as illusions etc. the Supreme 
Physician has shown the Good Law which cures [its adherents] from all dogmas.” 
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A young woman rejoices in her dream because she has had a baby boy, 
but then is unhappy because the boy dies. Know that this is how all 
things are: a dream.” 


The moon appears on the water’s surface to be pure and clear, and yet 
this image is empty of substance and you cannot touch it. This is how 
all things are: an apparition. 


During a midsummer day, a man dying of thirst makes his way through 
the fields and suddenly he sees a body of water in the distance. In a 
mirage there is no water. The man who does not know this, and yearns 
to drink the water, but the water is not real: he really can’t. Know that 
this is how things are: a mirage.” 


The banana tree’s trunk grows along the banks of a river; a man looks 
for it, yearning to find solid wood, but he cannot find any substance, 
whether on its surface or inside of it. This is how all things are: 


empty.” 


Hymn to the Inconceivable One 25-27: “Just as a son who is born, established and 
deceased in a dream, thus the world, You have said, is not really born, enduring or 
destroyed. Just as origination in a dream is experienced due to causality, thus You are 
convinced that the common origination and dissolution of all things is the same. You 
have announced that suffering born from desire etc., as well as defilement, migration 
and liberation [resulting] from the fulfilment [of both] collections are like a dream;” 
Hymn to the World Transcendent 15-16: “First of all it’s illogical for an effect to 
emerge from a cause that is itself destructed; [It] does not [arise] from an un- 
destructed [too]. You accept a dream-like arising. The emergence of effects from a 
cause through destruction or non-destruction, this origination is like the occurrence 
of an illusion; You taught that everything is likewise as well.” 

7l Hymn to the Inconceivable 5: “If the magical illusion, the mirage, the Gandharvas’ 
city, the reflected image, together with dreams, were not born (in some way), there 
would not be vision etc. of them.” 

7? Hymn to the Inconceivable 47-48: “Through the knowledge of truth, neither 
annihilation nor eternity have been thought (by you to exist); the whole world has 
been thought (by you) to be void of reality, similar to a mirage. As the water of a 
mirage is not liable to destruction nor eternal, so the whole world has been 
proclaimed (by you to be) neither liable to destruction nor eternal.” Nagarjuna, 
Precious Garland 54: “Just as a mirage is seemingly water but not water and does 
not in fact exist [as water], so the aggregates are seemingly a self but not a self and 
do not exist in fact.” 

® Nagarjuna, Hymn to the Inconceivable One 17-18: “[Since] they are originally born 
equal and extinguished by own-being, therefore You have said that phenomena 
(dharma) are in reality unborn. You have, O sage, shown that form and [the 
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d) Discussion about the value of the examples adduced 


Now, these examples need to be employed in a completely different 
way, Of in a pure and true perspective, otherwise they lead down to a 
wrong path. 

According to the Madhyamika system, all existing things are just a 

universal illusion. This defect 
is similar to the dream of the sterile young woman; just as the son she 
had in her dream was not real, likewise in Madhyamika one may run into 
the defect of falling into the abyss of nothingness (nihilism). 

Madhyamika’s followers are like the human senses, which do not 
comprehend things as they are, but only superficially. Of all these 
previously adduced examples, not even one gives us an acceptable and 
valid explanation of all existing things. 

Apply that woman’s belief in the existence of her son to the belief 
that all things are empty and that therefore nothing really exists: one who 
believes in the existence of that woman’s son, obviously believes in what 
does not exist. In fact, all things, without exception, are believed to be 
essentially empty, especially in relation to their origin. Madhyamika’s 
followers believe only in the relative arising [which is to say, illusory, 
dream-like] of all existing things. In a similar way, they commit the 
mistake of comparing all existing things to the son the sterile woman 
dreamed about. 

However, the supporters of Madhyamika reply by arguing in the 
following fashion: 


“What you have said, namely that those examples taken from sacred texts 
do not explain existing things, is not according to right reason. In fact, if 
you say that they are not valid, one necessarily falls prey to the limitation 
of sight, which believes that all things exist in a concrete way, which is to 
say, one comes to believe in the eternal existence of all things.” 


remaining aggregates] lack own-being [and that they are] like foam, bubbles, 
illusions, clouds, mirages, and plantains.” And in Precious Garland 101: “Just as 
when a banana tree with all its parts is torn apart, there is nothing, so when a person 
having the [six] constituents is divided, it is the same.” 

What ensues is an imaginary conversation between followers of Madhyamika and 
Desideri. 

> According to Buddhists, substance is the equivalent of inherent being, or an eternal 

existence, a divine Absolute: this is why the supporters of Madhyamika say that to 
believe in real or substantial existence of things amounts to believe that they are 
eternal. 
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Now, either one of these two is the case: 1) either you admit that those 
examples can indeed be utilized to account for all existing things; 2) or 
you claim that they can be utilized only for some particular things. In the 
first case, the defect you attribute to Madhyamika’s supporters is not a 
defect, after all. In the second case, there is no defect either, because if it 
is possible to utilize the sense of these examples in some particular 
instances, then we can apply it to all existences in general, as we read in 
Aryaveda’s Treatise in Four Hundred Verses: “Phenomena, as they are empty 
of Absolute, are all the same.” Thus, what is true for a single 
phenomenon is true of all of them. For instance, one who has come to 
know the insubstantiality of the sunyata of one thing is able to understand 
the sunyata of all things. 

Therefore, we must not regard the application of those examples to all 
existing things as a defect: it does not lead to the abyss of nothingness 
because all things can be interdependent like the reflection of the moon 
or the tricks of magic, which do not have inherent being, but are only 
dependent. Thus, we, the supporters of Madhyamika, uphold in our 
system the examples of the way existing things are, as they lack 
substance. 

Thus, for instance, magic produces before one’s eyes a horse and an 
elephant. The power of the mind recognizes that those animals do not 
exist the way they appear to our eyes, and what then arises in us is the 
certainty of the unreality of that sight. And yet, the sight of the elephant 
and of the horse is the same as the vision formed in the mind when one 
sees a real elephant and a real horse. Thus, we have two definite types of 
emptiness: the unreal one, which is the fruit of magic, and the real one, 
which arises out of existing things. The mind does not confirm the 
existence of these visions, just as logic does not acknowledge their 
characteristics, but only the emptiness of their nature.” 

In both cases the reason for emptiness is that the mind does not confirm 
their existence to us, as it seeks to determine whether their substance 
exists or not. As the mind debates whether or not the substance of 
visible things exists, the persuasion that their characteristics are real 
begins to arise, but when observing the apparitions, the mind discovers 


7° Hymn to the Inconceivable 36: “Therefore all dharmas have been shown (by you) 
to be only mental creation; the mental creation itself, by which voidness is 
conceived, has been proclaimed (by you) to be non-existent.” The Fundamental 
Wisdom of the Middle Way XXIII, 8-9 says: “Form, sound, taste, touch, smell, and 
concepts of things: these six should be seen only like a city of the Gandharvas, and 
like a mirage or a dream. How could the pleasant and unpleasant arise in those that 
are like an illusory person and like a reflection?” 
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that they arose as illusions, that they are subjective visions, beyond 
substance, beyond arising and dissolution, and that they are only empty, 
like the sky and space above us are themselves empty. 

Thus, those existing things, empty of substance, appear in their 
characteristic of emptiness, like in magic, as in an illusion. 

This is the explanation that was given by ancient sages.” 


[Desideri’s comment| 

The followers of Madhyamika reach this conclusion [i.e., that 
everything is empty] also through the recitation of prayers and ritual 
prostrations, because they examine with their minds the nature of a deity, 
whether it exists or not, and enter the path of virtue because they 
comprehend that everything is illusion. Good deeds serve the same 
purpose. In contemplation and meditation sunyata is perceived as empty 
as the sky; outside contemplation, sunyata is perceived as illusion. Only 
this way one can truly understand. 

Always on the basis of this conviction, even if one does not fully 
understand sunyata, by examining with the mind existing things, 
annoyance with them arises as well as the idea that what one always 
considered to be external, “out there,’ does not exist after all; one realizes 
that that existing things are like a rabbit’s horn, which does not really 
exists in real life and serves no purpose. 

This way, what arises is the mindset of seeing that nothing exists; 
however, one must understand that this is an erroneous path that does 
not lead to the pure vision of right understanding.” 


[Madhyamika s followers’ reply] 

“In the previously mentioned Four Hundred Stanzas we read: “This 
being the way things are, existence is a mere illusion” 

In a commentary to this verse, the Commentary to the Four Hundred 
Stanzas says: 


The concept of interdependent is correct when it is understood as magic, 
and not as the sterile woman’s dream. If reasoning denies all forms of arising 
and upholds that things do not arise from the aggregates, then reality is no 
longer comparable to magic, but rather to the dream of that sterile woman; 
thus, interdependence is not explained. Again, this defect is avoided if one 


” Desideri may have had in mind the following passage from Santiveda’s 
Bodhicaryavatara IX, 32: “The influence of phenomena is removed by employing 
the influence of emptiness, and even that is later eradicated by inculcating the 
realization ‘nothing really exists.’” 
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does not see things being like that woman’s dream, but rather as similar to 
magic. 


Furthermore, in the same work we read: ‘For that reason, if one 
examines things carefully, he will realize that the nature of concrete 
things does not exist in reality, but only as a magic trick,’ 

Thus, all existing things are like phenomena produced by a magician, and 
are not illusory as the imaginary child in that woman’s dream; therefore, 
one must not say that we almost border the limits of a way of 
understanding things that upholds nothingness. 

If one finds that there is a contradiction between there having no 
substance and being interdependent, recall the example of a reflected 
thing, and such contradiction will disappear. If we take a mirror and place 
it before one’s face, in the reflection of that face there are no real eyes or 
ears: that reflected face is empty of those things. If we remove either the 
mirror or the face, the reflection will inevitably disappear. This apparition 
and disappearance have the same nature. This is the case of all existing 
things, which may appear and disappear without having a single atom of 
substance.” 


[Desideri remarks]: 

In order to have a right understanding it is necessary to examine each 
case individually. Though we know that the reflection of the face in the 
mirror is empty as far as its nature is concerned, regardless of the 
consideration of the reality of the face being reflected, where is the 
contradiction in considering the reflection per se to be real? 

When children, who are inexperienced, see the reflection of a face, 
they play with this reflection, which they regard as real. Adults, however, 
who have experience, know that the reflection of the face is not real, in 
the sense that there is no real face in the mirror; and yet they regard the 
reflection per se as real, insofar as it is really a reflection of a real face 
occurring in the mirror. 

In conclusion, these two examples, both that of magic and that of a 
reflection, are right according to Madhyamika, in the sense that what 
appears in them is empty, and that in reality what appears does not exist; 
thus, these examples are well chosen and they do convey their point. For 
this reason it is useless to debate the fact that what is seen has no proper 
nature and the nature of what is perceived does not exist: as long as we 
have this clear distinction in mind, we understand each other. 

However, the followers of Madhyamika refuse to acknowledge their 
defect and defend their view in the following fashion. 
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e) Defense by the followers of Madhyamika 


“The previously quoted sw/fa have used the examples of magic, of a 
reflection, of an echo because they are empty of substance of concrete 
objects, and thus they have become examples of what it means not to 
have a concrete and proper nature. If we consider what the expression 
‘lacking inherent being’ really means, we discover that it means emptiness 
and inexistence of substance in the things that we experience with our 
senses: thus, ‘lacking inherent being’ means to be empty of substance. 
The reality of existence is like a mixture of two realities: that of the 
phenomenon and of the noumenon.” Thus, we must accept both views 
of the sutta, namely that it is true that the examples have been used 
because they express the emptiness of what they represent; this is 
justified by the fact that in reality things that are seen are empty of their 
proper substance. The example is therefore a representation of the reality 
of phenomenical existence which lacks substance. 

What is seen and what it symbolizes are therefore perfectly 
compatible, and the two systems of apparent existence and real existence 
become inseparable, namely the appearance of a thing that is empty of 
substance, and the reality of the thing without its own nature. Thus, 
Madhyamika confirms that it is possible to utilize examples of being 
without substance (like those of magic, of reflection, of an echo) and 
make these examples acceptable as an inseparable mixture of the two 
systems, namely of the real existence of the phenomenon, and of the 
nominal existence of substance, which is like magic, a reflection, an 
echo.” 


J Desideri’s reply 


We have to distinguish which of the two systems (whether of real 
existence or apparent existence) the example is representing, especially if 
we utilize an example of the system of apparent existence as those of 
magic, reflection and echo. 

If this is how things are, we will have to accept the imaginary 
existence of the horse and of the elephant of magic, of the moon on the 
water, and the reflection of one’s face on a mirror; however, we will also 
have to accept the horse and the elephant that exist in real life, the form 


78 We use this term from Kantian philosophy because it appropriately conveys the 
idea. By “noumenon” we mean the nature of reality that can be known through the 
mind, as phenomena are just its external appearances perceived by the senses. 
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of the moon which is not a reflection but really up in the sky, and the real 
face that is being mirrored. If we deny the existence of these last ones, 
then what we are left with is the fact that the only existing things are the 
horse and elephant produced by magic, the moon on the water, and the 
face’s reflection on the mirror. 

Just as we accept as valid the examples of apparent existence, in the 
same way we have to accept as valid the examples of the system of real 
objects, when the apparent things of the examples are used to confirm 
the existence of real things 

For instance, just as we accept the existence of the horse and of the 
elephant produced by magic, and of the moon on the water’s surface, and 
of the mirrored face, we must not deny the existence of a real horse and 
the real elephant, which are not produced by magic, and of the moon’s 
surface, which is not merely reflected on the water but really up in the 
sky, and of the face which exists outside the mirror. Likewise, if we 
accept the existence of the interdependent, empty of inherent being, we 
must not deny the real existence of a self-caused Independent that is not 
empty of inherent being, but rather self-caused. 

Again, we could accept as real the existence of magic’s horse and 
elephant; of the moon reflected on the water’s surface; and of the face 
that is being mirrored — only to completely deny the existence of a real 
horse and elephant that are not the produced by magic; and of the 
existence of the moon that is not only a reflection, but up in the sky; and 
of the face that is not just a reflection of the mirror. However, by 
denying the existence of these real things we automatically end up 
denying the apparent existence of the horse and of magic; of the moon 
reflected on the water; and of the face reflected on the mirror. In other 
words: by denying the existence of real things we contradict the 
acknowledgement of apparent existence. 

In the same way, by accepting the existence of dependent concrete 
things, and by absolutely denying in every possible way the existence of 
an Independent who is not empty of inherent being and self-caused, we 
automatically have to deny the existence of dependent things, namely of 
concrete things empty of their own nature.” 

For instance, if we absolutely deny the existence of real horse and of 
a real elephant that are not produced by magic; and of the true surface of 


” In Buddhist logic, “inherent being” means “self-existence,” or un-caused 
existence. It is proper of the Absolute to have inherent being and it is proper of what 
is dependent to be empty of it, in other words to be caused and to have relative 
existence. 
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the moon, which is not just a reflection on the water; and of a real face 
that is not as empty as the reflection of the face in the mirror, we 
completely deny at the root the existence of magically produced horse 
and elephant; of the moon reflected on the water; and of the face 
reflected in the mirror. Likewise, if we deny the existence of a self-caused 
Independent, who is not empty of inherent being, we deny at the root 
the existence of what is dependent, namely of concrete things that are 
empty of substance. 

This is why. The reflection of the moon may occur repeatedly in 
different ways. Thus, for instance, it is possible that a reflection of the 
moon’s light peeking through a white cloud may find its way to a clean 
mirror; from the clean mirror this reflection of the moon is reflected in 
turn onto a lake’s surface; thus, the moon’s light may be reflected 
repeatedly in different situations. 

The same thing may happen in regard to the existence of an 
interdependent, which is empty of its own nature or substance. From one 
interdependent, empty of substance, another interdependent, also empty 
of substance may arise; and from this, yet another, and so on. We read in 
Candrakirti’s Introduction to Madhyamika: “We do not know what emptiness 
of concrete things and the reflection of things that depend on aggregates 
are, but as soon as the mind perceives a reflection from some empty 
object, a form arises in it as well, even though itself empty. Thus, all 
concrete things arise from emptiness.” 

We may have countless reflections of the moon; all we have to do is 
to find its source. We begin from the last reflection and trace it back, all 
the way, from one reflection to another, until we finally reach the last 
reflection of the moon, beyond which we do not find yet another 
reflection, but the moon itself, which is the source of all reflections. 

The same thing happens in various situations with all dependent 
things that are empty of substance: they too cannot be endless, but have 
to have a limit. From a last dependent thing, empty of substance, we 
travel backwards until we find a dependent thing, empty of substance, 
beyond which there are no more dependent things. This last dependent 
thing in the series of dependent objects cannot arise from itself, or 
without a cause; nor can it arise from yet another dependent thing, 
because all the dependent objects that are empty of substance are on the 
same side of it, not beyond it. 

Now, there must necessarily exist another concrete thing beyond the 
first dependent thing which is empty of substance, because this last thing 
cannot have arisen from non-existence. Thus, beyond this last dependent 
thing empty of substance, there must exist a self-caused and concrete 


205 


Independent which is simultaneously its cause and effect. 

We have said that beyond this last dependent object there cannot be 
any more objects that are empty of substance. Now, if the moon did not 
exist, there would not be a moon’s reflection; if there were no teal horse 
of elephant that are not produced by magic, those that are produced by 
magic would not exist either; if there was no real face originating its 
reflection, then the reflection itself would not exist. Likewise, if there is 
no self-caused Independent, then, necessarily, there could not be 
dependent things empty of existence either. Just as if we categorically 
deny the existence of any concrete dependent, their by-products or 
reflections are totally denied at the very root as well. In the same manner, 
if we deny the existence of a self-caused Independent, we deny at the 
root what is dependent. Consequently, in the system of apparent 
existence, what are completely denied at the root are all types of 
reflections, and we really end up precipitating in the abyss of nothingness 
(nihilism). 

But if in the Madhyamika system all the dependent things that are 
empty of substance become absolutely nothing, then even the existence 
of sunyata becomes absolutely nothing as well. This is why I claim that 
the Madhyamika system needs to completely revise from the very roots 
its theory and concept of sunyata It may well be the case that the result 
of this revision, in the Madhyamika system and among those who deny 
the existence of a self-caused Independent, will be that the current way 
of understanding of sunyata is indeed erroneous; consequently, it will be 
necessary to logically reject this system that denies the existence of such 
Independent Being. 

If one says that there is no self-caused Independent because it is 
possible to arrive logically at this conclusion, I claim that in order to say 
this one must really follow logic to its full consequences. 

Again, if one says that it must be accepted as logical that there is no 
substance whatsoever, and that after careful examination it must be 
concluded that there is no self-caused Independent, I respond that such 
thesis must be carefully scrutinized and discussed logically. 

If one claims that the denial of substance and a dutiful examination 
of whether an Independent exists should not even be the object of 
discussion, I insist even more firmly that such thesis must instead be 
examined with sharp logic. 

If one insists in this denial, I respond by saying that there is a reason 


8° Masao Abe made a similar claim in regard to traditional Christology. See my 
Introduction. 
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why one should accept the invitation to logically examine such matters. In 
fact, if one examines and analyzes with calm logic the denial of substance 
and the denial of the existence of the Independent, these two matters 
will need to be kept separate, especially when inquiring whether 
substance exists or not. The result of such inquiry will be that substance 
exists; in case of the contrary conclusion, we will look into why one 
claims so. 


II 


INEXISTENCE OF SUBSTANCE, OR EMPTINESS OF ALL 
THINGS 
(Five theses upheld by Tibetans) 


1“ Thesis: The nature of things is to be without substance and to depend on a cause; 
2™ Thesis: Inexistence of substance and of the Independent, 3" Thesis: Inexistence 
of sunyata: sunyata does not have its own nature, in other words, it is not the 
Absolute, 4° Thesis: Inexistence of the one and of the many, of T” and of 
“mine”, 5° Thesis: inexistence of the four type of arising, namely self-arising; 
arising from other; arising from both; arising without a cause. 


Ist Thesis: The nature of things is to be without substance and to depend on a 
cause. 


What needs to be discussed is whether emptiness has concrete 
existence or not. If it turns out that emptiness does not have real 
substance, then we need to examine whether or not a real substance 
exists. If we examine this matter, namely whether or not a real substance 
exists, what will be the case? 

In the Commentary to Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning we tead: 


The issue of ‘born’ and ‘unborn’ concerns two completely different things, 
between which there is a juxtaposition. In fact, when we say that a thing is 
born in dependence on another, we conclude that it is not self-arisen, and if 
this is the case, there is no need for further discussion. However, if we say 
that a thing is born in dependence on something else and that it is also self- 
arisen, we contradict ourselves. 
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Even in The Dispeller of Disputes we read: “If a subject has an inherent 
being, it is no longer dependent nor empty: how could this being be 
removed or lost? Let us consider a mirage, for instance. If we consider 
water to have an inherent nature, it could not depend on another cause, 
and its nature could not be removed.” 

In Hymn to the World Transcendent we read: 

- “Those which originate from a cause, without that [cause], they 

do not exist; so why would you not uphold that clearly they are 
just like reflections!” (4) 

- “Since without the felt there is no feeling, feeling itself is devoid 
of self; so you uphold that what is felt too is devoid of intrinsic 
existence.” (6) 

- “An agent is autonomous and his action too; this you’ve 
expressed conventionally. You uphold that they’re established 
only in terms of mutual dependence.” (8) 

- “First of all it’s illogical for an effect to emerge from a cause that 
is itself destructed; [It] does not [arise] from an un-destructed 
[too]. You accept a dream-like arising.” (15) 

- “That which originates through dependence, this you maintain to 
be empty; that no independent entity exists, You, the peerless, 
[proclaimed] in a lion’s roar.” 

In Aryaveda’s Four Hundred Stanzas 101, we read: “If heat (attribute) 
and fire (object) were the same thing, fire would be heat and heat would 
be fire. Neither of them would keep its own existence and identity.” 

In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way we read: “Action 
depends upon the agent. The agent itself depends on action. One cannot 
see any way to establish them differently” (VIII, 12); 

“Through action and agent all remaining things should be understood” 
(VIII, 13). In other words, all things do not exist as having inherent 
nature, but exist only insofar as they are interdependent; one who grows 
depends on growing; one who walks, on walking; one who sees, on 
seeing. 

“Whatever is dependently arisen, such a thing is peaceful [that is, lacking 


81 In Reply to Discussions 65-68, Nagarjuna defends the example of the mirage and 
“how this example is suitable. If perception existed substantially, it would not be 
dependently produced. The perception which is dependent, however, is it not 
precisely emptiness? If perception existed substantially, who would remove the 
perception? As far as the same pattern applies to the remaining cases, this is a non- 
criticism.” 

82 In this Hymn, the pronoun “you” refers to the Buddha. 
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inherent nature]. Therefore that which is arising and arising itself are 
themselves peaceful” (VII, 16). 

We read the same things in Candrakirti’s Introduction to Madhyamika: 
“It is useless to want to know the origin of all things, because the 
doctrine of interdependence cuts through the entire net of erroneous 
ways of thinking.” 

In the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas: “If we say that visible 
things have a substance and are not interdependent we fall into the abyss 
of eternalism and of nihilism.”**As this text suggests, if we want to want 
to avoid falling into these two abysses, we must accept the lack of 
substance of things and that everything that is interdependent [both 
cause and effect] is an illusion. However, this text does not explain the 
different ways in which interdependence can be known. 

Let us take the example of a child. An inexperienced child believes 
that the reflection is something real; he does not understand the real 
condition of things that are empty of substance; what is their true nature; 
what is their true essence; he does not understand that things do not have 
inherent being but says instead that visible things have it. 

Is the way of explaining interdependence of causes and effects the 
same for everyone? The answer is that it is not, because there are those 
who know how to explain it and those who do not; those who believe 
that substance exists and those who do not. 

Again, in the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas (“The Yogic deeds 
of Bodhisattvas”) we read: 


With the theory of cause and effect we explain the arising of things from 
other things; the nature of things consists in dependence, insofar as the 


83 In the Hymn to the Inconceivable 3-4, we read: “What has arisen from conditions 
has been said by you to be un-arisen; that is not born with an own being, therefore it 
has been proclaimed to be empty. As in this world the forthcoming of an echo (is 
produced) depending on a sound, and also as (are produced) a magical illusion, a 
mirage, so is the forthcoming of existence.” And in the Hymn to the Transcendent 
One 19: “Therefore, this world, born from imagination, has been fully understood by 
you to be inexistent: not (really) arisen, it does not perish.” 

‘In Hymn to the Inconceivable One 22: “’It exists’ - the doctrine of eternality; ‘It 
does not exist’ - the doctrine 

of annihilation. Therefore the doctrine free from the two extremes has been taught by 
you.” See also The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XV, 10-11: “To say ‘it 
is’ is to grasp for permanence. To say ‘it is not’ is to adopt the view of nihilism. 
Therefore a wise person does not say ‘exists’ or ‘does not exist.’ Whatever exists 
through its essence cannot be nonexistent — this is eternalism. It existed but doesn’t 
now — this entails the error of nihilism.” 
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effect arises from it. [1st statement] 

The wise deny that substance exists precisely because everything is 
dependent. This conviction that substance does not exist, accompanied by 
reasoning and the proofs of the interdependent that produces effect without 
substance, dispel the limited perspective of belief in substance [24 
statement] 

This thesis is typical of great sages! 

This is a sublime doctrine: one who has arisen from a cause, in fact has never 
arisen; one who depends on a cause does not have the nature of arising, and 
thus turns out to be empty [34 statement] He who knows what emptiness is 
has found peace [4 statement]. Thus: the first two statements explain that 
one who has arisen from a cause and not from himself, has not arisen per 
se.85 The third statement explains the nature of emptiness, which consists in 
dependence on a cause. The fourth statement explains the benefit of 
knowing emptiness. 


The text also says: “The wise man who understands the 
interdependence of all phenomena has overcome a limited perspective of 
looking at the world”? And also: “He who has understood the 
interdependent has overcome limited views.” 

The nature of emptiness is understood through the interdependent, 
just as a plant grows from a seed. In this fashion all errors are cleared 
from one’s mind. 

This is why I am taking a long time to explain things through my 
example. When the reflection appears — I am repeating the same words 
used about the matter — of face, nose, eyes, to children who do not 
perceive the illusory nature of things that appear in a reflection, it is a real 
thing, just like all surrounding objects. Their experience and their way of 
looking at things do not allow them to understand the difference between 
an objective and a subjective way of existing; thus, they form the 
conviction of substantial existence, which they believe to be 
independent.” 


85 Nagarjuna said in the Hymn to the World Transcendent 9: “There exists no agent, 
no subject too; no merit [exists], they arise through dependence. Though dependently 
arisen they’re unborn.” And in Hymn to the Inconceivable One 29-30: “That which 
does not arise, how can that be extinguished? Since it is like an illusory elephant it is 
in reality originally at peace. 

30. Just as [we] are convinced that an illusory elephant, though [apparently] born, is 
however not born, thus the whole [world is apparently] born but in reality unborn.” 

3 We read in Hymn to the Inconceivable One 18-19: “You have, O sage, shown that 
form and [the remaining aggregates] lack own-being [and that they are] like foam, 
bubbles, illusions, clouds, mirages, and plantains. If that which is perceived with the 
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If this was the case, there would be a contradiction in the cause- 
effect system; but that cannot be, because in reality nothing is born unless 
produced from a cause, like a plant is produced from a seed. In order to 
avoid a contradiction, we must say that the plant does not have inherent 
substance and that it depends on its own cause. 

This is what you Tibetans maintain, as you admit the first thesis that 
the nature of things is without substance and dependent upon a cause. 


2nd Thesis: Inexistence of substance and of the Independent. 


The second thesis explains for what reason something cannot be 
independent. Independence is a concept of the mind, and therefore of 
the same nature of things that are created by the mind, namely a fruit of 
avidya (ignorance). 

Generally speaking, Tibetan texts teach that what concerns the 
senses is only relative: they mention substance and essence, but in the 
sense that the existence of any individual is only created by the mind as 
an object [as a projection of the mind], or as a way of being; thus, they 
call “nature” and “substance” what is created by the mind, or ate objects 
of the mind, or created as one’s attachment to existence.” 

We read in the Four Hundred Stanzas: “All things are not independent, 
therefore the T does not exist.” Concerning this sentence, in the 
Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas we read: “The essence of 
independence consists precisely in not depending on others.” Then the 
text mentions terms like “nature,” “essence,” “independence,” etc., which 
do not depend on others. The expression “do not depend on others” 
means not to depend according to the cause-effect system. It is only the 
subjective consciousness that sees things as if they were independent 
from others, but it is not so. 

Thus, “independence” refers to the non-ordinary condition of being 


senses were [connected] with [any] reality, fools would be born with knowledge of 
reality. What then would knowledge of reality be worth?” 

87 Nagarjuna says in Hymn to the Inconceivable One 35: “It has been loudly declared 
by you that the whole world is only name; separated from the word (that expresses 
it), that which is expressed does not exist; “in Hymn to the Transcendent One 24: 
“All dharmas - inert, dependent, m void, like a magical illusion, arisen out of 
conditions - have been declared by you, o Master, to lack an own being;” and in 19: 
“Therefore, this world, born from imagination, has been fully understood by you to 
be inexistent: not (really) arisen, does not perish;” and in The Fundamental Wisdom 
of the Middle Way 8: “Form, sound, taste, touch, smell and concept of things: these 
six should be seen as only like a city of the Gandharvas and like a mirage or dream.” 
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that consists in the existence of things endowed with their own essence 
or inherent nature. For instance, if we call “snake” a rope, allowing the 
mind to conceive the rope to be a snake, when we examine what such 
“snake’s” inherent nature is, we will not find the snake in the object we 
call “rope.” 

In the same way, all things are created by the mind and have their 
characteristics, as we read in the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas: “We 
must consider existing and not-existing. Something may exist only in 
one’s mind like a rolled up rope that is thought to be a snake which in 
reality does not exist as a snake per se.” Thus, the text explains that there 
is no concrete existence by using the example of the snake that does not 
really exist as such. 

Substance is a concept of one’s mind and is not derived from a real 
object and its condition. This is also the case of the non-substantiality of 
the individual, as he is known on the basis of the external appearances 
(such as his eyes, nose, etc.) and also of the non-substantiality of existing 
things. 

When we regard all things like this, we can logically understand the 
concept of the two “non-substances,” namely existence itself and 
existence of concrete individuals. 

We read in the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas: “True substance is 
that which does not depend on other concrete causes: if it depends on 
them, it is non-substance. Thus, there are two non-substances: the 
existence of all phenomena, and the existence of particular individuals. 
They are two non-substances that are called non-substance of existence 
and non-substance of individuals.” 

In regard to this, we read in The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way 
XV, 1-2: “Essence arising from causes and conditions makes no sense. If 
essence came from causes and conditions, then it would be fabricated. 
How could it be appropriate for fabricated essence to come to be? 
Essence itself is not artificial and does not depend on another.” 

If substance existed it would have to possess three characteristics: 1) 
it would not be produced by cause-effect; 2) it would not change with 
time; 3) it would not depend on anything else.” 

In regard to this, we read in Four Hundred Stanzas: “What depends on 


88 About this second characteristic, see The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way 
XV, 8: “A change in essence is never logically tenable.;” and The Dispeller of 
Disputes 56: “If the substance of the auspicious things was not produced in 
dependence on anything, there would be neither right nor wrong nor worldly 
conventions. They would be permanent and substantial; because they are permanent, 
they are without a cause.” 
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something else cannot be independent. All things do not have 
independence; therefore substance does not exist.” 

The same thing is claimed in the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas: 
“Substance’s nature is to be independent, namely not to depend on other 
things; if it turns out that it is self-arisen, then it is not interdependent.” 
The text goes on to say: “All the aggregates arise from interdependence; 
therefore, what is arisen in dependence of some concrete thing can never 
become independent, but rather always depends on the law of cause- 
effect in order to arise. All things have no independence due to the fact 
that they have no substance; this is true of the self, and of every other 
concrete thing.” 

If there was an independent it would have to be self-caused; 
however, it should be possible to demonstrate that it truly does not 
depend on others, and to verify that what is being demonstrated is right. 
This is why mention is made of the emptiness of things that lie outside 
the condition of independence. As the previous text continues: “Due to 
this reason, in the independent there is no condition of dependence and 
emptiness, features that are found instead in the condition of dependent 
things.” 

This is how Tibetan Scholasticism demonstrates the reasons for the 
inexistence of substance. 


3" Thesis: Inexistence of sunyata: sunyata does not have its own nature, in other 
words, it is not the Absolute. 


The following reasons are adduced to demonstrate that there is no 
absolute reality, which cannot be logically verified because they do not 
have inherent being. 

We read in Nagarjuna’s The Precious Garland (Ratnavah), v. 27: “The T 
exists, ‘mine’ exists. However, to take them to be ultimately true is not 
right because these two have not been established by a true and exact 
consciousness;” v. 38: “Mental and physical aggregates arise from a 
concept of self which is basically false. Out of such false seed how can 
truth possible grow?;” v. 39: “Whoever sees how cause and effect are 
produced and destroyed, does not consider the world as really existing or 
not existing.” 

It is typical of ultimate, pure and absolute truth to be combined with 
negation; there are many such cases. Even when questions are 
formulated, the answer is negative: “it is not this, it is not that.” 

We read in Buddhapalita’s Commentary to the Fundamental Wisdom of the 
Middle Way: 
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There are two types of truth: relative and ultimate. This is what relative truth 
is: A person asks: is there a vase? Is there a pot? Another person replies: the 
vase is broken, the pot is burnt — thus pointing out their impermanence. At 
this point, and only at this point, I begin to think that both vase and pot are 
not good anymore, because the former is broken and the latter is burnt. 
Moreover, I begin to think that even Buddha has become old and entered 
nirvana, facts which belay his impermanence. But according to ultimate truth, 
we cannot think and say that Buddha has become old and that he has entered 
nirvana.®? 


In Candrakirti’s Introduction to the Middle Way we read: “Because of 
this, we must recognize that from all eternity visible things have not 
arisen in a teal way, and that this is the characteristic of the world.” 

This way, the condition of things that have arisen is combined with 
the condition of emptiness that is not-arisen as well. The text also says: 
“Just as a vase and all other things do not have inherent existence, which 
is to say real existence, but exists only in an ordinary, common sense, 
likewise we can say about all concrete things that they exist like the child 
in that sterile woman’s dream.” We say that all concrete things do not 
exist in an absolute way, but only relatively: thus, to characterize existence 
we use negation in an absolute way.” 

Even in the Commentary to the most difficult points of Asanga’s 
Mahayanasutralamkara it is said: 


When we talk about a thing’s pure nature, what is meant is that a thing does 
not have an inherent nature [in other words, it exists only as a concept}. 
When the term ‘pure is referred to concrete things, it expresses their 
conceptual condition; if things are examined in their absolute concept we say 


9 According to Buddhism, ordinary people believe things really exist; superior 
people understand that things ultimately speaking, do not really exist insofar as they 
are empty of being. To be, means to exist inherently; to be independent of every 
cause and without connection with any another thing. Since this is not the case, every 
being which we think exists, is in fact not-being. 

°° In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way VII, 16: “Whatever is dependently 
arisen, such a thing is essentially at peace. Therefore, that which is arising and 
arising itself are themselves peaceful.” And XIII, 3: “All things lack their proper 
nature, since change is perceived. There is nothing without entity, because all things 
have emptiness.” 

*! In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XXIV, 19: “Something that is not 
dependently arisen, such a thing does not exist. Therefore, a non-empty thing does 
not exist either.” Hymn to the Inconceivable One 3: “You have stated that [all that] 
has arisen from conditions is unoriginated. You have declared that it is not born 
through own being (svabhava), and thus it is empty.” 
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they have no nature, and therefore are without substance, or empty. This 
term explains the absolute condition and real truth. The term ‘pure applied to 
knowledge, means to know that things are without inherent nature, and that 
they are rather a mental abstraction, unlike relative knowledge which is 
focused on phenomena.” 


The author of The Splendor of Dialectics [Bhavaviveka] reasons in this 
way, and utilizes the term ‘pure to mean ‘“non-substance, especially in 
chapter XV of his commentary named Lamp of Wisdom: 


If substance does not exist, why talk about real things? If something is real, 
then it is not true that substance does not exist. In this sense, such way of 
talking is defective.” In fact, it would appear to be contradictory to say that 
things are real, and yet to deny they have substance. Moreover, we also read: 
“In all truth, by admitting that all things are real, though in fact they have no 
substance, this view is not contradictory or defective, provided its meaning is 
carefully explained. 


This way, what is being confirmed is that all concrete things do not 
have real substance, and thus there is no contradiction. A contradiction 
would exist if it was claimed that they have a self-arisen substance. Again, 
in the same work, we read: “In reality there is no substance of all visible 
things, because they ate composed of aggregates and because the 
interdependent is the subject of ordinary knowledge, e.g., a man created 
by a wizard’s magic.” 

Thus, higher knowledge is employed to deny the existence of a 
thing’s substance. All of the main Tibetan sages are in agreement in 
proclaiming that substance does not exist in an absolute condition, or in a 
real way, but that once the matter is examined correctly, in a logical 
manner, no proofs of its existence can be found.” 

Mention has already been made of an examination that may or may 
not be conducted logically, concerning the real existence of substance, or 
whether it may or may not exist logically. 

We read in the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas: 


°° Asanga, Universal Vehicle Discourse Literature, trans. Lobsang Janspal and 
Robert Thurman (New York: American Institute of Buddhist Studies, 2004). 

?3 The reason why there is no proof of the existence of substance in an absolute 
condition, is that everything is impermanent. In The Dispeller of Disputes 55-56: “If 
the substance of the auspicious things was not produced in dependence on anything, 
there would be no religious practice. There would be neither right nor wrong nor 
worldly conventions. They would be permanent and substantial; because they are 
permanent they are non-causal.” 
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Our examination concerns a quest for substance. This means that a quest is 
launched on whether or not the arising and the disappearing of form [namely 
of the matter of visible things] exists or not; but this is not merely a logically 
inspired quest concerning “bis particular arising and disappearing.°* This type 
of logic means ‘to examine,’ which is to say to conduct an examination 
whether the arising and disappearing of things is true or false. This type of 
logic which examines and searches does not find anything concerning 
substance in the acts of arising and disappearing, because it cannot examine 
what cannot be examined with that type of logic. But if by using this logic it 
cannot find a solution, this means that this tool is not fit, because if 
something existed this logic should be able to verify its existence. The arising 
and disappearing of material things derives from ordinary or relative 
knowledge, but is not known to higher knowledge. How can we explain this, 
when ordinary knowledge gets it, instead? It is explained with an example: 
the knowledge of the eye does not perceive sound, and therefore it cannot 
understand it through the sense of sight. Thus, if it was true in an absolute 
way that arising and disappearing do indeed exist, they should be verified 
with that power that is fit to correctly examine being and not being, and the 
arising and disappearing proper of their nature, concrete things, matter, etc. 


In this regard, we read in the same text: 


For this reason, by examining logically with ordinary knowledge an object, 
since the senses and this type of knowledge are not fit to conduct this 
analysis, nothing substantial will be found. But if this substance was really 
there, in this case, when an examination is conducted, it should be found 
through higher knowledge; however, not even this type of knowledge can 
find it, because the nature of things is to be empty of substance.%> 


** Nagarjuna devoted the entire chapter XXI of The Fundamental Wisdom of the 
Middle Way to the critique of arising and disappearing. The essence of it is that there 
cannot be disappearing because there is no arising, nor arising because there is no 
disappearing. The reasons are: There is never a moment in which things are not 
impermanent; 2) arising and disappearing presuppose being, and being is not because 
it does not arise from itself, nor from another; thus, how can being arise? Arising and 
disappearing are one of the many cases of mental obfuscation. Believing that a being 
may arise leads to the abyss of eternalism; believing that a being may disappear leads 
to the abyss of nihilism. 

?5 Since substance by definition is unchanging, if it existed, it should be found again 
under the arising and disappearing of things. Ordinary knowledge does not find 
anything substantial under phenomena, but even higher knowledge ignores 
substance: if it existed, higher knowledge would find it. Thus, if higher knowledge 
does not find substance, it means that it is not there, that it does not exist. This is the 
conclusion of the third Tibetan thesis. 
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What has been said helps us to show the reasons why it is claimed 
that sunyata does not have inherent being: this is the third thesis of the 
Tibetans. 


4th Thesis: Inexistence of the one and the many, of “I” and of “mine.” 


The fourth thesis is that the one and the many do not exist. We read 
for instance in Candrakirti’s Commentary to the Introduction to the Middle Way: 
“What is called T’ and ‘mind’ |i.e., soul] is an invention of the devil. You 
are only a way of looking at things, an empty aggregate of skhandhas.’” 
This is why the living being does not exist. For instance, just as due to the 
dependence of secondary aggregates this thing that we call ‘wood’ is 
produced, likewise, due to the aggregation of five elements the living 
being is produced, relatively speaking,” 

Just as a chariot exists dependently on elements such as wheels, a 
framework, and axles, likewise, due to the aggregation of the five 
skhandhas, we have what is called a ‘living being? 

In the Introduction to Madhyamika VI, 151, we read: “We cannot claim 
a chariot is 1) other than its parts; 2) nor that it is their owner; 3) nor 
identical with them; 4) it is not in its parts; 5) its parts are not contained 
in it; 6) it’s not the mere collection of the parts; 7) nor yet their shape.” 

Moreover, whether the secondary components of a chariot are one 
ot many, chariot is only a name: in the same way, the “I” is only an 
aggregate of skhandhas.”’ 


°° We read in Nagarjuna’s The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XVIII, 2- 
3:“From the pacification of the self and what belongs to it, one abstains from 
grasping onto ‘I’ and ‘mine’. One who does not grasp onto ‘I’ and ‘mine,’ such a one 
does not exist. One who grasps onto ‘I’ and ‘mine,’ he does not perceive.” The 
skhandhas mentioned here are all the psycho-physical phenomena of existence. They 
include everything that exists, except nirvana. They are gathered in five clusters. The 
skhandhas constitute all the phenomena of existence; in them there is no permanent 
element. 

” Hymn to the Transcendent One 2-4: “Your opinion is that a living being does not 
exist, liberated just from the skhandhas ; nevertheless you have suffered extreme 
pain, o great muni, for the sake of living beings. Skhandhas also have been shown by 
you to the intelligent ones to be similar to a magical illusion, a mirage, a gandharvas' 
city, a dream. Why indeed are not considered openly similar to a reflected image 
those (skhandhas), whose birth is out of causes and which do not exist in (the 

case of) the inexistence of these (causes)?” See also The Questions of King Milinda 
II, 1-2: “Just as it is by the condition precedent of the co-existence of its various parts 
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But while in the chariot we find that it is invariably produced by one 
of more separate factors, concerning the seven factors mentioned in this 
text, none of them exists, thus substance does not exist. 

We read in the Commentary to the Introduction to the Middle Way: “In the 
world these seven cases do not exist; rather, by using logic, only an 
ageregate is called ‘dependent.’ There is nothing concrete in it; this is 
what makes up its name.” 

The meaning of this passage is that if we inquire logically whether or 
not the substance of the chariot exists, just as a chariot is not found in 
any of the above mentioned seven cases, likewise through logic we can 
establish that there is no chariot [i.e., the substance of a chariot]. 

However, if according to this logic there is no chariot in these seven 
categories, this means that the chariot does not exist according to higher 
knowledge: in fact, higher knowledge conducts a logical examination to 
establish whether the chariot exists or not, but such consideration has 
nothing to do with relative knowledge [i.e., ordinary knowledge]; it is on 
the basis of the latter knowledge that we call by a conventional name 
something that is composed of several parts. 

In the same text we also read: “By examining relative existence in 
such manner [i.e., through higher knowledge], we discover that it does 
not exist. It only exists for those who do not examine it. For this reason, 
those who employ the rules of higher knowledge soon discover this 
condition of inexistence. If I am asked in what manner, I reply: ‘What is 
established in the above mentioned seven cases, does not exist; there are 
no sages affirming its existence; it is easy, through them, to establish its 
inexistence, and thus what has been said before is ultimately confirmed.” 

Merely through this examination of the chariot case, we easily 
discover that its substance does not exist. 

This is very important. 

The wise man is one who examines whether a thing called “chariot,” 
existing in and of itself, really exists; when inquiring about the matter by 
means of higher knowledge, he should at least verify one of the above 
mentioned seven cases, but he finds none. 

However, even though we cannot find what is called “chariot,” 
nonetheless this thing that is called by such name exists and is known 
only by a mind conditioned by ignorance, just like eyes that are afflicted 
by a disease or by a defect perceive things erroneously. This is how the 
conviction that it is not true that there is a thing existing in itself arises; 


that the word ‘chariot’ is used, just so it is that when the skhandhas are there we talk 


999 


of ‘being’. 
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thus, the wise easily understand what it means to exist in the absolute 
condition. 

This is the way of denying that the substance of the chariot exists by 
means of those seven cases; thus, the logic of denial clearly arises and 
one easily understands that the chariot has no substance. 

In the same way one proceeds to examine whether there is a 
substance in the “T”? and in individual beings. What is this “IP” Is it the 
same as the sum of the aggregates, or is it different than it? This is the 
problem that needs to be examined. 

If at the beginning we find that the “T’ and the sum of aggregates 
are one thing, is there a defect in this? Is it so bad to discover that the “P” 
and the sum of aggregates are a substance? 

In conclusion, one seeks to establish what defect exists if the “T’ and 
the aggregates are one and the same thing, or whether they are different 
things.” 


First case. In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XVIII, 1, we read: 
“If the aggregates and the I are different, then there are several “I.” 


Second case. The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XVIII, 2 says: “Both 
the aggregates and the I arise and disappear together?” And also, in 
XXVII: “To those who accept that the I and the aggregates are one and 
the same, the action and the agent become the same; thus, one who cuts 
and the thing cut; the vase and the artisan; the fire and the wood become 
one.” In X, 1, we read: “If fuel were fire, the agent and the action 
would be one; if fire were different from fuel, then it could arise without 
fuel.” Again, if the “I” and the aggregates are one and the same, they do 
not become many “I”; however, the defect is that the action and the 
agent become one and the same. 


?8 First case: The I and the aggregates are distinct from each other. Then there are 
several “I,” just like in a forest if the trees are distinct from the forest, then there are 
many forests. 

Second case: The I and the aggregates form a unity. In this case the actions of the 
subject are himself, and thus the agent and the action are mistaken for each other. 
Third case: The I exists outside the aggregates. In that case, we can no longer find the 
characteristics of the aggregates that arise, develop and disappear. 

XVIII, 1: “If the self were the aggregates, it would have arising and ceasing (as 
properties); if it were different from the aggregates, it would not have the 
characteristics of the aggregates.” 

10 Desideri quotes a in a very concise fashion from this chapter. 
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Third case. In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XVIII, 1: “Tf the I 
were different from the aggregates, it would not have the characteristics 
of the aggregates.”"”' Concerning the issue of whether the I exists as 
something concrete outside the aggregates, I reply that in this case it 
would not possess the characteristic of aggregation, which is to arise, to 
last for a while, and to finally disappear. 


In order to understand what problems one runs into by admitting 
that the “I” is different in its nature from its aggregates, the example is 
adduced of a horse, which is different than a bull and does not possess 
the characteristics of the bull. 

In Introduction to the Middle Way we read the following verses: “In the 
aggregates there is no T and in the T there are no aggregates. If one 
thinks there is something else, this is only in the mind of the one who 
thinks.” 

Just like the case of the chariot, neither the I nor its aggregates exist. 

The same text reads: “We do not think that the T’ possess a body. 
Precisely because of this the T does not exist and it is not possible to 
gather together the things that it possesses, as one who owned a domestic 
animal, but only figuratively speaking. There is no other T than the figure 
of the body.” 

Let us explain this quote with an example: a farmer who owns a bull 
only figuratively speaking, does not own a real bull. 

If one thinks that a subject with its proper name is only an aggregate 
- in other words that an aggregate is a subject with its proper name - he is 
mistaken because one calls “I” that which depends on the aggregation of 
the five skhandhas, thus, it is not possible that what we call “T”? is merely 
the existence of the name. 

Again, we read in the same text: “According to what we read in the 
sutta of aggregation, the T is not merely an aggregate.” 

For instance, by putting together the many things that form a 
chariot, such as the wheels, the framework etc., what emerges is a 
particular form that we call “chariot;’ in the same way, a particular 
aggregate of factors is called an “I.” To those who think along these 
lines, the Introduction to the Middle Way says: “When we talk about form, we 
mean a visible body; thus, if it was true that aggregates become the ‘I,’ 
the aggregate mind could not be that T because it is formless.” 


101 XVI, 9: “The ‘I’ without grasping will pass beyond sorrow, and I will attain 
nirvana,’ one says. Whoever grasps like this is victim of the great illusory deception 
based on the ‘I’ and ‘mine.”” 
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With this, it is clear that such form or body only exists in visible 
things, and therefore we cannot speak of the form of the “TI” in the 
mind. Because of this reason, just as the nature of the chariot is not in 
any of those seven previously mentioned cases, even if it is said to be 
dependent on secondary things, the nature of the “I” does not exist in 
any of the aggregates that make it up; however, it takes its name from 
the aggregation on which it depends: the two examples and their meaning 
explain the conclusion we draw from them. 

This is how Tibetans argue that sunyata does not have inherent 
nature. 


5™ Thesis: Inexistence of the four types of birth, namely self-arising: arising from 
other; arising from both; arising without a cause. 


Tibetans offer reasons why those who have “not arisen” in any of 
the four types of arising do not have inherent being. 

In the Madhyamika system it is claimed that things do not have 
inherent being, and the value of the four types of arising is denied. In the 
Commentary to Madbyamika this is explained as the non-self of existence 
[i.e., the non-substantiality of all things]. 

In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way I, 1 we read: “Neither 
from itself, nor from another nor from both, nor without a cause, does 
anything whatever, anywhere arise.” And in XXI, 13: “An entity does not 


' The firm resolve with which Buddhism attacks the notion of the self is explained 
with the necessity of undermining the notion of “mine.” We read in The 
Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XVIII, 2-5: “If there were no self, where 
would the self’s properties be? From the pacification of the self and what belongs to 
it one abstains from grasping onto “T” and “mine.” One who does not grasp onto “T” 
and “mine,” that one does not exist. One who does not grasp onto “T” and “mine,” he 
does not perceive correctly. When views of “T” and “mine” are extinguished, whether 
with respect to the internal or the external, the appropriator ceases. This having 
ceased, birth ceases. Action and misery having ceased, there is nirvana.” 

Also in XXIII, 3: “The self’s existence or nonexistence has in no way been 
established. Without that, how could the defilements’ existence or nonexistence be 
established?” 

In Lam rim c’en mo, Tsong ka pa says that only after one has attained understanding 
of sunyata, namely emptiness of all things, it will be easy to eliminate the concepts of 
“P” and “mine,” as long as one reasons from the perspective of absolute truth. “T” and 
“mine” do not have inherent nature: they are empty, thus there is no room for “I 
like,” or “I don’t like;” consequently, all passions that originate from “T” and “mine” 
(concupiscence and aversion) are eliminated at the root. Since these passions are the 
cause of rebirth, once they have been eliminated, there will no longer be any new 
birth and the cycle of existences will finally be brought to an end. 
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atise from itself. It is not arisen from another. It is not arisen from itself 
and another. How can it be arisen?” 

All material things, both within [i.e., the living beings themselves, 
and existence as living beings] and without [what surrounds living beings, 
i.e., nature, houses, etc.] cannot arise from themselves. The same is true 
of the other three types of arising: things cannot arise from another thing; 
nor from themselves and another thing; nor without a cause.” 


a) Self-arising 


If something arises from itself, there are only two possibilities: either 
it depends on a cause or it doesn’t. If it depends on a cause, what needs 
to be established is whether the effect and the cause are of the same 
nature or not; if they are, we can say that the thing arose from itself. If a 
thing arises from a different nature, in this case too there are only two 
possibilities: the thing can arise from itself and another, since the two are 
separate; or it arises from itself and another, as they are joined together. 

Considering these two types of arising of a thing from itself and 
from another (jointly or separately), we could add a fifth type of arising, 
besides the previously mentioned four.” 

If a bud arises from itself, it has no reason to arise because it lacks a 
purpose for arising, since it already exists; in this case a bud that is already 
there would be arising! And since a seed that arises is a seed that has 
already arisen, it could arise an infinite number of times. 

In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XX, 20, we read: “If 
cause and effect were identical, producer and produced would be 
identical. If cause and effect were different, cause and non-cause would 
be alike.” And in Introduction to Madhyamika we read: “It is not possible for 
a thing to arise from itself, because what has already arisen cannot arise 


' According to Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way ,I, since there 
is no (ultimately) real entity, there cannot be an (ultimately) real cause producing 
things. Since none of the four types of arising exist, effects do not exist either. There 
are four causes, called “conditions” (pratyaya): 1) the cause: for instance the seeds 
that produces the plant; 2) the basis: it causes the production of knowledge (citta) and 
of mental qualities (caitta); 3) the antecedent: it is what immediately precedes the 
ending of the cause (e.g., the seed); 4) the directive: the indirect influence of a 
phenomenon on a cause. None of these four causes or conditions has an inherent 
nature. What is being examined here is the first of these four. 

' Interestingly, Desideri saw five possible causes, where Nagarjuna only saw four; 
moreover, Nagarjuna also claimed that there is no fifth condition. Desideri instead 
sees two different cases in “from both,” namely “from both conjointly,” and “from 
both separately.” 
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again. If one considers that something already arisen may arise again, will 
thereby realize that nothing ever arises, just as a bud that has already 
arisen.” And again: “This is impossible indeed, that in this world concrete 
things would arise from themselves.” 


b) Arising from others 

Some think that a thing can arise from other things, that is to say, 
from one of the four secondary causes that are of a different nature than 
the seed that produces a bud and causes a fruit to grow. If one says that 
arising can occur from secondary causes that are of a different nature, we 
may as well say that darkness arises from the flames of a fire. 

If one accepts the idea that there is a nature that produces a rice bud, 
then that nature must have its own way to always remain the same: a bud 
may grow thanks to the presence of heat, yet this is only a secondary 
cause: the main and true cause is its own very nature. In order to 
distinguish a first cause from a secondary cause it will suffice to look at 
the nature of things, whether it is the same as the nature of the effect or 
not. If the nature that produces does so through its own essence and the 
effects appear to be different, then it is not always possible to distinguish 
in what way these effects arise.; e.g., in what way rice arises from its seed 
and how it arises from heat. 

Moreover, if you really want to distinguish from what cause 
something either arises or does not arise, and whether causes have a 
different nature, you cannot reach a conclusion and run into a 
contradiction, as Commentary to the Introduction to Madhyamika states: “Just 
as in the arising of a rice’s seed the fruit, namely the rice’s bud, is ‘other’ 
than the seed, in the same way fire is ‘other’ than coal, and barley than its 
seed. But if rice and a bud are different from each other, wool, a vase, 
etc., may indifferently arise from a rice’s seed. What cannot be perceived 
as an effect is precisely because it doesn’t exist.” 

This is also stated in The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XX, 
20: “If cause and effect were identical, produced and producer would be 
identical.” In the Commentary to this text we also read: “If something 
arises that depends on a different cause, then thick darkness may arise 
from a fire’s flames, and anything can arise from anything else. Because 
of this reason causes are one and the same with things that they do not 
produce.” 


105 Tn the Hymn to the Transcendent One 16 we read: “The emergence of effects from 
a cause through destruction or non-destruction: this origination is like the occurrence 
of an illusion. You taught that everything is likewise as well.” 
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c) Arising from both 


There are some who claim that the arising of something can come 
from both, namely from itself and from others. Take for instance a 
ceramic pot: since it arose from mud, it arose from itself, but insofar as it 
acquired its particular form from the potter, it arose from others. 

However, on the basis of what has been previously said, this cannot 
be logically sustained. In fact, the part that claims that the arising of the 
pot is from itself is refuted by the denial that there can be such a thing as 
self-arising; the part that claims that the arising of the pot is from others 
is refuted by the denial that there can be arising from others. 

Even in Introduction to Madhyamika we tead these verses: “The system 
of arising from two sources [self and others] is not logical and therefore 
cannot be right. For this reason, the defects that are found in the two 
cases of arising are found in those who accept them. This view is impure 
and is not found to be valid. Thus, there is no such thing as arising from 


106 
two sources.” ° 


d) Arising without a cause 


There are some who uphold a fourth way of arising, namely “without 
a cause.” In Introduction to Madhyamika we read: “If there was arising 
without a cause, at that moment anything could arise anywhere and 
always; we could have in the whole world the fruits of hundreds of seeds 
without sowing.” 

From what has been said, namely from the denial that there are four 
possible types of arising, we conclude that there arising has no inherent 
being, and that therefore arising does not really exist. 


10% We read in Hymn to the Transcendent One 13: “An existent thing does not arise; 
nor does a non-existent as well, nor does both; neither from itself nor from another, 
nor from both; how can there be arising?” The same view is found in Hymn to the 
Inconceivable One 9: “A thing is not born from itself, [something] else or both, 
whether it be existent, non-existent, or existent and non-existent. How then can 
anything arise?” 
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Again, we read in Introduction to Madhyamika: “Since there is no self- 
arising, arising from others, from both or without a cause, all things are 
empty of inherent being.” 

This way, from the denial of the four types of arising what emerges 
is the denial of inherent being; this is a case of so-called “indirect 
reasoning.” 

This is the fifth thesis upheld by Tibetans to justify the idea that 
sunyata does not have inherent being. 


Il 


SUNYATA REQUIRES THE EXISTENCE OF AN 


INDEPENDENT, ABSOLUTE, SELF-CAUSED SUPREME 


BEING 


[Six arguments adduced by Desideri] 


Against the above mentioned five theses that undermine the thesis 


of the existence of the Absolute, six arguments are presented in its 


support: 


1) 
2) 


3) 


4) 
5) 


6) 


Interdependence does not withstand criticism. 
Denial of the Independent does not stand the scrutiny of logic. 


There is no reason to deny the Absolute, even though it cannot 
be directly examined by logic. 


In the Absolute the one and the many no longer exist. 
The denial of the four types of arising cannot be sustained. 


Summary of the previous arguments. 
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First argument 
INTERDEPENDENCE DOES NOT WITHSTAND CRITICISM 


First point: If there is no pure, supreme, independent Being, interdependence no longer 
makes sense. 


Second point: The existence of interdependence requires the existence of a pure, supreme 
independent Being. 


Third point: The arising of things requires the independence of the First Cause. 

1) The arising of things has had a beginning; 

2) The cessation of things as well requires they had a beginning; 

3) Arising serves a purpose, because before their arising things did not exist; 

4) The arising of interdependence requires the Independent; 

5) Need for an Independent Cause on the part of three types of arising: a) from 
a womb; b) from an ege; c) from humidity, 

6) Arising of forms: of true form (the body); of false form; of fictitious or reflected 


form. Conclusion. 


Generally speaking, according to your Tibetan system of thought 
there is absolutely nothing that is endowed with inherent being because 
you believe that everything arises from interdependence: in particular, 
you do not acknowledge the existence, outside of interdependence, of a 
pure Supreme Being. 

Thus, if possible, through a logical argumentative process that is also 
known and practiced by you, and through quotations from texts you are 
familiar with, I will attempt to logically demonstrate that not everything is 
interdependent; the outcome will be the affirmation of the existence of 
the holy and Supreme Being, the only one endowed with inherent being. 

There are four methods to deny somebody’s claims: 

1) Contradiction — For instance, some deny that something may 
arise from itself, claiming that there is a contradiction in this view, 
because something that has already arisen has no reason to arise 
anew; once the end is rendered unnecessary, the thing itself is un- 
necessaty as well. On the other hand, if something arose from 
itself it could not stop arising, and thus would keep arising 
forever. 
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2) Indirect logic as it is confirmed by experience — For instance, 
something cannot arise from itself, just as a bud cannot arise 
from itself because it already exists in its proper condition. 

3) The equality of the concept to be confirmed through the means 
used to confirm. 

4) The comparison of equal reasons — For instance: if you accept 
this, I accept that. 

I am going to argue against those who do not accept the existence of 

a pure, independent Supreme Being by employing these four methods of 
denial 

First method. It is contradictory to say that all dependent things do 
not have substance but only a relative existence, and then go on to deny 
that there is an independent Supreme Being on whom all things depend. 
In fact, if all existing things are dependent, since there is no Being on 
whom they depend, they should not even enjoy a relative existence [in 
other words, there should be nothing]. 

Second method. Indirect logic demands that since this Supreme 
Being does not have an interdependent nature, it must have the nature of 
an Independent. 

Third method. If one denies the existence of an independent 
Supreme Being, all things enjoying relative existence are de facto no 
longer dependent.” 

Fourth method. If there was no interdependence, sunyata would not 
exist; for the same reason, if there was no Independent, sunyata would not 
exist either. 

By using the first, third and fourth above mentioned methods of 
denying someone’s claims, we reach the conclusion that if there is no 
Independent, the interdependent loses its meaning and value as well. By 
using the second method, if there is no possible doubt about the reality 
of interdependence, it must also be admitted that there is a pure Supreme 
Being on whom interdependence depends. 

If from my arguments it is established that these four methods of 
denial are valid, you must consequently give up defending your five 
theses. 

Now, what it all comes down to, are these two topics of discussion: 


107 The example advanced by Desideri can be summarized in the following way: 
“The Madhyamika followers say: “The Independent does not exist (concept to be 
confirmed) because everything is dependent (the means used to confirm).’ On the 
contrary, I say to you: ‘If there is no Independent (concept to be confirmed) there is 
no dependent either (the means used to confirm). Hence the equivalence: since there 
are dependent things, there is also an Independent.”” 
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1) If there is no pure, independent Supreme Being, interdependence 
makes no longer sense. 

2) If interdependence exists, we must admit the existence of a pute, 
independent Supreme Being. 


First point: If there is no pure, supreme, independent Being, interdependence no longer 
makes sense. 


You claim that there is no substance in all the things found in 
ordinary existence, because of the law of interdependence and the cause- 
effect system;'” in fact, if they both did not exist, it would be pointless to 
insist that substance does not exist, because you would no longer need to 
confirm the idea of emptiness of substance. To you Tibetans, logical 
demonstration and written tradition are foundational to establish the 
inexistence of substance in interdependent things. 

However, following logic to its ultimate conclusions, there is no 
longer any need to admit and uphold interdependence and the law of 
cause-effect if there is no independent Supreme Being. 

In the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas we read: “If this is how 
things are, the reason why what is born does not arise and what dies does 
not disappear, is that there is no substance.” What is being asserted here 
is that one who is born does not arise, and this is because of 
insubstantiality — this is fine and well, that is, if there is no independent 
substance on which all things depend, all of them found in the cause- 
effect system and in interdependence have no reason for being. 

If I am told that that I am wrong and that all things arrive to us from 
infinite times, I reply that I am right indeed because what is 
interdependent cannot arrive at us from infinitely remote times. 

Again, if I am told that I am wrong, I reply that my reasoning holds 
true because what arose in infinite times cannot make it all the way to us, 
and today we would have to admit that nothing exists.” 

It has to be so: anything found in the cause-effect system |i.e., in 
interdependence] lasting since infinitely remote times cannot possibly 
arrive to us. Consequently, it is necessary to jettison the idea of infinite 
times and admit limits in the cause-effect system, or interdependence. 
Therefore, if we accept that what arose in infinitely remote times from 
another cause cannot arrive at us, we must also admit that there was a 


108 Every phenomenon is caused by yet another phenomenon. 
' This is an important argument to Desideri, who uses it several times; the same is 
true of the relative example of the limited road from Lhasa and India. 
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moment in which there were no causes and no effects either [prior to the 
First Cause and its ensuing effect]. Thus, if we do not admit that at that 
moment there was no independent Supreme Being, we must also admit 
that there were no things either, since there were no causes nor effects, 
i.e., interdependence. But if there was no interdependence back then, it 
could not have existed afterwards either, because if there is no 
interdependent there is no interdependence either; thus, we cannot 
logically say that after some time interdependence and cause-effect began 
to exist. Consequently, we must admit that it makes no sense to say that 
at a certain moment interdependence and cause-effect arose of 
themselves if we do not admit the existence of a pure, independent 
Supreme Being. And if we do not admit the existence of such a Being 
who at a certain moment originated the law of interdependence and 
cause-effect, today there would be nothing at all either. 


Second point: The existence of interdependence requires the existence of a pure, supreme 
independent Being. 


Only an insane person feels no need to establish a foundation for the 
law of interdependence and cause-effect. Conversely, intelligent people 
find it reasonable to posit the existence of a pure, independent Supreme 
Being; moreover, they find in his existence the reason for the 
interdependence of all existing things (which are empty and lacking their 
own nature) and the reason that justifies the analyses conducted with 
logic, and reality as well. 

In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XXIV, 1, an objector to 
Nagarjuna’s views says: “If all of this is empty, and there is neither arising 
nor ceasing, then for you it follows that the Four Noble Truths do not 
exist.”""" In other words, if nothing can arise or disappear, the 
consequence is that the four noble truths do not exist. 

In this case, those who admit that there is not even an atom that is 
concrete and real out of its inherent nature and produced out of its own 
substance say: “There is nothing that has substance and is produced out 
of its inherent being. There is nothing that is not interdependent; 
interdependence confirms every analysis done by means of logic.” I am 
addressing my explanations to those who emphasize the emptiness of 
substance of all existing things and explain everything through the system 
of interdependence. 


110 The Four Noble Truths of Buddhism are: suffering; origin of suffering; cessation 
of suffering; path that leads to cessation of suffering. 
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My opponents say: “If you admit interdependence you also 
understand suffering that comes from the law of cause-effect, but if you 
do not admit interdependence, you no longer understand suffering. And 
if the truth of suffering exists, then its origin, its cessation and the path 
that needs to be trodden to bring it to an end are satisfactorily explained: 
in other words, the four noble truths are valid. And if the four noble 
truths are valid, existence is explained in order to make them known and 
for us to practice them and meditate about the eightfold path leading to 
liberation.” " 

This is why we read in Char Words: 


One who knows full well that all things are empty of substance, is fine with 
everything else, as I have already explained. If you ask me: ‘How can this be 
sor’ I will reply that sunyata is interdependence. For this reason, if my 
interlocutor agrees with sunyata, he agrees with interdependence and with the 
four noble truths as well. When asked how so, I reply that for him too 
suffering is interdependence. Suffering is insubstantial and thus it is sunyata, 
empty; any and all types of suffering may arise, but they eventually cease and 
it is possible to find the way to make them cease. Thus, to know the nature of 
suffering [which is sunyata] means to see all types of suffering cease and to 
contribute to this ceasing by meditating on the path of liberation. Once 
suffering is well understood, existence and non-existence vanish and so do 
their fruits and all the things of the world. 


Even in the Commentary to Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way’s 
chapter XX we read: “If time does not exist and there is no cause and 
fruit of aggregation, then what does exist?” However, what is said in this 
text is not explained. 

The Sarvastivadin,'’” or “the supporters of the theory that everything 
exists,” uphold the existence of things, but their way to confirm nature or 
substance is not right; conversely, nihilists, or “the supporters of the 


2 


''! Nagarjuna says that only through sunyata is suffering comprehended (The 
Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XII: Examination of Suffering). In XXIV, 
39-40 we read: “If the world were not empty, then action would be without profit. 
The act of ending suffering and abandoning misery and defilement would not exist. 
Whoever sees dependent arising also sees suffering and its arising, and its cessation 
as well as the path.” 

112 The followers of this school claimed that all the elements that constitute the self 
are real, though the “T” or self that emerges from them is illusory. Through this 
version of realism they believed they could explain sensations, the transmission of 
karma, rebirths and the self’s impermanence. Desideri distanced himself from this 
way of reasoning. 
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theory that nothing exists” say that there is nothing and do not accept the 
cause-effect system. According to nihilists, a reasoned analysis and 
explanation of truth is not possible, though followers of Madhyamika 
accept that it is. 

Nihilists also deny karma after death; conversely, the followers of 
Madhyamika say that the substance of things does not exist, though they 
explain this differently than nihilists. According to them, the substance of 
things does not exist, meaning that things are interdependent. Nihilists on 
their part do not accept interdependence, the cause-effect system and 
karma. Thus, there is a great difference between these two schools. 

We read in Clear Words: 


At this point some people claim: “The followers of Madhyamika are not any 
different from Nihilists, since the former claim that the whole world is 
empty of substance, just as are good and evil deeds, the ones doing a deed 
and the deeds themselves are; the latter, on their part, claim that none of all 
this exists. This is why there is no difference between them.’ And by saying 
so, these people attack Madhyamika. Though this is what they say, they are 
incorrect, because Madhyamika explains the world through interdependence: 
everything is interdependent, and therefore empty of inherent being, both the 
present and the future worlds. And this is the truth. Nihilists, conversely, do 
not know interdependence and sunyata, they do not admit rebirths. Just as 
they do not acknowledge the things that exist in this world, they misinterpret 
others by saying that they do not exist. 


The followers of Madhyamika say that they too admit and confirm 
that there is no Independent and self-caused substance. But their claim 
and the nihilists’ claim are not stemming from the same reasons. While it 
is true that both of them say that there is no such thing as a self-produced 
substance, they differ insofar as the latter deny interdependence and the 
reality of the cause-effect system; in this they are not saying the same 
thing. According to nihilists nothing exists, and they do not accept the 
two-truths system." Madhyamika’s supporters, on the contrary, accept 


13 The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XXIV, 8-9: “The Buddha’s teaching 
of the Dharma is based on two truths: a truth of worldly convention and an ultimate 
truth. Those who do not understand the distinction drawn between these two truths 
do not understand the Buddha’s profound truth.” Relative truth depends on the senses 
and believes in the substantiality of things; absolute truth upholds sunyata, namely 
the emptiness of substance in all things. In the Tibetan text Lam rim c’en mo, 
Tsongkapa expounds the notion of double truth according to the purest Buddhist 
tradition. There is no concept or judgement formed by the mind that cannot be 
considered in two senses: a material one and an elevated or mystical one. 
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the cause-effect system, even though at the level of relative or 
conventional truth. 

Again, according to Car Words: “Nihilists really believe that nothing 
exists and that there is no essence whatsoever in concrete things; in this 
they differ from Madhyamika’s supporters who accept existence in the 
relative sense, while Nihilists reject it. Thus, they are not the same.” 

Nihilists believe they are followers of Madhyamika, despite their 
denial of interdependence, karma and relative existence: in this way they 
are the same as “those who deny future existences.” 

Madhyamika’s supporters defend their view very skillfully. To justify 
their claim of being different from Nihilists, they say: “Nihilists claim that 
nothing exists, but we do not say that nothing exists, period, but claim 
that nothing real exists. And though we do not admit substance, in order 
to justify our view we admit interdependence and a reasoned analysis of 
things that partake of relative existence. Moreover, we deny the 
Independent and the existence of inherent being, namely a self-caused 
substance, but by upholding the concepts of interdependence and of the 
system of cause-effect we accept a dispassionate analysis of truths, ete. 
All things are empty of substance, yet they are interdependent, and thus 
liable to an analysis of causes and effects.” 

Nagarjuna said that the defect attributed to the followers of 
Madhyamika falls back on its critics. 

In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XXIV, 15-16, we read: 
“When you foist on us all of your errors you are like a man who has 
mounted his horse and has forgotten that very horse. If you perceive the 
existence of all things in terms of their essence, then this perception of all 
things will be without the perception of causes and conditions.” And in 
XXIV, 20: “If all this were non empty, as in your view, there would be no 
arising and ceasing. Then the Four Noble Truths would become 
nonexistent.” ' Moreover, in XXIV, 13-14: “You have presented 
fallacious refutations that are not relevant to emptiness. Your confusion 
about emptiness does not belong to me. For him to whom emptiness is 
clear, everything becomes clear. For him to whom emptiness is not clear, 
nothing becomes clear.” 


114 To an objector who claimed that if all things are empty the Four Noble Truths are 
empty as well, Nagarjuna replies by confirming his thesis: all things must be empty 
because if they were not and were instead endowed with substance, their arising and 
disappearing would not be possible, and in that case the Four Noble Truths would no 
longer make sense. 
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The errors that stem from saying that “everything is empty” and 
from denying self-causation do not concern those who speak of 
interdependence; on the contrary, they find the arising and disappearing 
of what is empty of inherent being to be possible — which is not possible 
for what has inherent being and is independent. In conclusion, 
Madhyamika’s supporters say that they are not plagued by such errors, 
which in turn makes them able to conduct dispassionate analyses of cause 
and effect, of arising and disappearing, and of the two truths system. 

In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way it is clearly explained that 
errors may plague only those who do not believe in interdependence and 
believe in inherent nature, but not those who believe in emptiness and 
interdependence." 

In Char Words we find the same explanation: 


If you claim that all things do not have relative existence, then you must deny 
karma and its results, thus becoming ultra-nihilists. We, on the contrary, are 
not nihilists because we deny both ways of existence and non-existence; this 
allows us to head towards the plane of nirvana by following a path that is not 
dualistic.!16 


15 Desideri quotes extensively from this work to confirm that all the errors that have 
been mentioned afflict those who reject interdependence, but not in those who 
uphold it. In the last verses of chapter XXIV we read that if one rejects paticca- 
sammupada, namely co-dependent arising, or emptiness for short, one must 
consequently reject the practical arrangement of the world. Once emptiness is 
rejected there is no longer an acting subject, nor ensuing actions, nor objects of 
actions; thus one cannot eliminate passions, nor bring suffering to an end. On the 
contrary, by admitting conditional co-arising, or interdependence, the Four Noble 
Truths (i.e., suffering; arising of suffering; ending of suffering; and the path that 
leads to the ending of suffering) retain their meaning and value. Buddhists and 
Nihilists accuse each other and differ from each other doctrinally speaking insofar as 
the former admit the existence of relative existence, while the latter deny it. In 
practice though, since Buddhists have denied the Independent, they deny the 
possibility of an analysis that would show that interdependence is contradictory, and 
deny the possibility of the cause-effect mechanism, which cannot arrive to us if it 
proceeds from all eternity; thus they paradoxically become the most radical of 
Nihilists. It is only by admitting the Supreme Being that we can truly explain 
interdependence, which otherwise remains a play of words that cannot stand the rigor 
of criticism. 

116 The “non-dual state,” or the ‘unitary state of two” signify denial of existence and 
non-existence: in other words, it is the “Middle Way” upheld by the followers of 
Madhyamika. Candrakirti, in his Madhyamakavatara says: “Sunyata means that 
phenomena are empty insofar as they are exempt of duality, namely of existence and 
non-existence.” Nagarjuna identified samsara and nirvana, the self and the non-self, 
the giver and the receiver, the pure and the impure, the enlightened person and the 
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We do not say that there is no karma, nor do we deny the existence of the 
doer of a deed, nor the fruits of a deed. If you ask how, we reply that we 
uphold that concrete things do not have substance. If you believe that there 
is an inner contradiction or error in our view because it is not possible for 
one who has no substance to perform a deed, think again! In fact, it is not 
possible for one who is endowed with substance to perform an action, but 
we can show that an action can be performed only by one who has no 
substance.!!7 


Even in the Commentary to Introduction to Madhyamika we tead: “The 
wise accept this thesis without any doubts, as they are persuaded that not 
only it is free of errors, but that it is also beneficial.” And also: “We only 
accept that interdependence is the cause of all things and that all things 
arise from interdependence. Thus, our negations do not lead to Nihilism. 


KKK 


What follows is my reply to these arguments. 

In the philosophical system found in your Tibetan texts, any quotes 
that confirm existence are not defective, even though in my opinion they 
do not follow true logic: these quotes are logical according to you, even 
though a defect may arise from them. However, you cannot acknowledge 
such defect, and look for any possible reasons to explain it and remove it. 
To be specific about this defect inherent in your reasoning, I will simply 
say that in your answers the object to be confirmed and the means to 
confirm it are the same thing. If you ask me for what reason, I will 
present it to you in a clear manner through a subtle examination. 

This is the defect that I impute to you: by upholding that sunyata is 
emptiness of substance and that every existence arises from 
interdependence, and by consequently denying the existence of the 
independent Supreme Being, you fall into the defect of attempting to 
confirm sunyata with the analysis of sunyata, which is to say, with the 
analysis of interdependence, of cause-effect, of the two truths, etc. You 
yourselves agree with my assessment and say that the entire existence is 
sunyata, or emptiness of self-caused substance, and that there is absolutely 
no pure, independent Supreme Being. You also go on to say that you find 


non-enlightened person. The Mantrayana system will add to this list the 
identification of the one who meditates and of the truth being meditated upon, and of 
one who worships and the deity being worshiped. 

117 Buddhists deny substance because if substance existed, it would be eternal, 
unchanging, and thus unable to cause. 
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it possible to analyze interdependence, cause and effect, and the two 
truths because you say that interdependence is possible and that all things 
may arise relatively, by being dependent. This is what you replied to me. 
However, your defense has reconfirmed the very same defect. 

I say to you that if there is no pure, independent Supreme Being, 
then there is nothing, neither interdependence, nor cause-effect, nor two 
truths system. This is the defect I attribute to you, and yet what do you 
do? You defend yourselves by revisiting the very same defect when you 
say: “Despite the fact that all things are sunyata, namely emptiness of self- 
caused substance, and despite the fact that there is no Supreme Being, we 
can indeed analyze interdependence, cause-effect and truth.” 

There is a logic that you use, according to which, though you admit 
that all concrete things are empty of substance, you think you can explain 
what you have just said by means of universal interdependence. You 
think you can do so successfully, but you can’t. 

The followers of Madhyamika explain that everything is 
interdependent because it is interdependent; they claim that the present 
and future worlds are empty of substance; they accept that all things exist 
in a relative condition or state, and because of this, they repeat: “To one 
for whom sunyata is possible, everything is possible.” Thus, the analysis 
of truth, of interdependence and cause-effect become possible. They 
boast: “We do not have the defect of claiming that it is not possible to 
arise, exist and disappear; on the contrary, we also find it possible to 
analyze the truth that demonstrates that action is possible even when 
there is no substance, because everything is relattve and co-dependent. 
Thus, we do not have the defect that some people attribute to us, namely 
to say that everything is reduced to nothing [Nihilism].” 

I reply that the quotes from your texts confirm interdependence and 
that things are shown to exist in a relative manner in a state of 
dependence. However, in your words I cannot find a well formed logical 
argument, because in your response the object to be confirmed and the 
means to confirm it are the same [i.e you say everything is 
interdependent because everything is interdependent]. In fact, despite the 
fact that all existing things are sunyata, which means empty of substance, 
and that there is no Supreme Being, to say that interdependence is 
possible —in virtue of which things exist relatively by being co-dependent 
— amounts to say that a dispassionate analysis of interdependence, of 
cause-effect and truth is not possible. Why do I claim so? Because your 
reply did not refute my allegedly defective reasoning [in other words, you 
have not given me a satisfactory explanation, but merely restated your 
views]. Therefore, the defect I find in your logic is still standing: if 
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existing things ate empty and there is no Supreme Being, then 
interdependence, the analysis of cause-effect and of truth are not 
possible. 

By rejecting the existence of a pure Supreme Being, what is said in 
The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XIV, 1 remains valid: “Tf all of 
this is empty, that there is neither arising nor ceasing, then for you it 
follows that the Four Noble Truths do not exist.”’” 

And if indeed everything is sunyata, the cause-effect system falls apart 
and you become the most radical of all Nihilists. Moreover, by saying that 
interdependence means a lack of real existence, everything becomes like 
that child of the sterile woman or like the imaginary rabbit’s horn. In this 
case, it is difficult for us to come to an agreement. It is not enough for 
you to acknowledge interdependence: you must also explain how it 
works. 

In the Introduction to the Middle Way we read: “The emptiness of 
concrete things and the reflection depend on aggregates and do not exist. 
Just as the form of the mind arises, so does the reflection of emptiness 
out of emptiness. Precisely because they arise from sunyata, all things, 
even concrete ones, are empty.” 

We read the same thing in Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas: 


If the eyes and all the senses do not exist, how is the analysis conducted 
through the sense of sight possible? This analysis remains blocked even if the 
eyes stay shut. If the eyes are not shut we can research the nature of things. 
We deny that concrete things have inherent being, but do not deny their 
concrete existence as they exist in the cause-effect system of interdependence 
as revealed to us by the sense of sight, as well as by the other senses. 


According to this text, the followers of Madhyamika must admit all 
this so as not to deny the cause-effect system according to the following 
quote: “By examining one’s condition one comes to accept all relative 
things, including karmic ones, the way the wise see them: everything is 
relative, like a reflection that is not real but that can be multiplied.” 

But if one does not accept the existence of a pure Supreme Being, 
your thesis of the meaning of interdependence becomes mere word play 
and cannot withstand a close scrutiny. If you ask me why, I will tell you. 

For instance, if we admit from the beginning that the moon really 
exists, then the reflection of the moon can truly be said to originate from 


''8 Desideri agrees with such objection leveled against Nagarjuna by one of his 
critics. 
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the moon’s light; likewise, if we admit that some real individuals existed 
from the beginning, the phenomenon called ‘human being’ arises from 
real human beings. However, if one claims that from the beginning there 
is no real moon, then from the beginning cannot have been any moon’s 
reflection, just as if there never was any real human being, arising of 
human beings could not have taken place. Conversely, if one accepts that 
the moon’s reflection arises from the moon, and the phenomenon we call 
“human being” arises from real human beings, then what was said before 
is mete word-play that does not withstand a subtle examination. 

The same thing happens if we do not accept that a self-caused 
independent Supreme Being exists from the beginning, and claim that 
what exists in the relative condition is like a reflection from another 
reflection, arisen from emptiness: it is like claiming that there is no real 
moon at the beginning, but then adding that a reflection of the moon is 
possible from the beginning. 

If we do not accept the existence from the beginning of a pure 
Supreme Being who is not empty of substance but empty of 
interdependence [i.e., independent], then we cannot accept either that 
from the beginning there is anything empty of substance and 
interdependent. Therefore, the theory that all things are empty and that 
they arise relatively from emptiness (just like the arising of a reflection 
from another reflection) is not acceptable and it amounts to mere word- 
play unable to sustain rational scrutiny. 

By using the examples provided by your texts, we gather that 
interdependence consists in empty phenomena arising from more empty 
phenomena, thus excluding that a sacred sublime independent Supreme 
Being exists from the beginning. If this is the case, we must conclude that 
it is not possible for interdependence to exist from the beginning. If we 
accept that interdependence means the arising of empty phenomena 
from more empty phenomena, then it is necessary to admit the existence 
of an independent Supreme Being: the example you have offered from 
your texts and its true meaning [i.e., that without a concrete moon in the 
sky, there cannot be a reflection of the moon here on earth] requires it. 

Thus, with the support of some quotes from the texts of your own 
system, which you regard as authoritative, it logically follows that there is 
an independent Supreme Being. 

If not only logic, but quotes from your texts as well confirm the 
existence of a Supreme Being who did not arise from interdependence, 
we Christians approve of them as well. However, you must be very clear 
and stand firm in your agreement stemming from logic and your textual 
quotes, as the following verses say: “If one encounters a teaching that is 
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non-authentic and leading to ruin those who are not wise, because it 
makes them believe in non-existence, such teaching is impure and must 
be destroyed.” You yourselves consider contrary to your doctrine the 
views that lead people to embrace Nihilism. 

Moreover, in Car Words we read: “We are not nihilists: we reject 
both ways of existence [eternalism] and non-existence [nihilism] and this 
allows us to head towards the plane of nirvana by following a non- 
dualistic path.” This is not right. However, in the previously quoted 
Precious Garland we also read: “If one understands things to be the 
opposite of what they really are, he resembles a fool who believes he is 
intelligent; he abandons himself to wild excesses and heads to hell upside 
down.”'” This is right. 


Third point: The arising of things requires the independence of the First Cause. 
1) The arising of things had a beginning. 


In the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas we read these verses: “If 
this is how it is, the reason why those who are born do not arise and 
those who die do not disappear, is that nature has no substance.” In other 
words, if all things derive entirely from interdependence, they are entirely 
without substance; thus, we conclude that things do not arise and cannot 
disappear either [meaning, they only have relative existence]. 

We read in Clear Words: “They [the Nihilists] really think that nothing 
exists because there is no substance in concrete things, and in this they 
differ from the followers of Madhyamika who instead accept existence in 
relative state, while they do not.” 

As we have said before, if all things are interdependent, they do not 
have inherent nature, and yet we need to accept the fact that they are 
born, and that therefore they arise. As the two previous texts have said, 
while accepting that all beings are interdependent, though lacking 
inherent being, we must distinguish two moments: the moment in which 
what is born does not arise, and the moment in which what is born arises. 
By distinguishing these two moments and examining them separately, it 
follows that we must admit that interdependence does not exist from the 


11 Tn some Tibetan texts there is a curious description of beings existing in 
intermediate planes (bar do) in which those who have sinned in their previous life 
will be reborn in the plane of animals, or of hungry ghosts, or hell in which they will 
walk on their heads. 
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beginning, but instead that from the beginning there is a Supreme Being 
who did not arise from interdependence, and is therefore independent. 

The first moment is that in which, in the case of things that lack the 
inherent nature of interdependence, what is born does not arise; the 
second moment is that in which, in the case of things lacking inherent 
nature of interdependence, what is born arises. 

Now, either you admit that there is no cause from which what is 
born arises, or you admit that in that moment there is a cause due to 
which what is born arises. 

The first hypothesis is not right: in fact, without a cause due to which 
what is born arises, nothing should exist from that moment to this 
present one. It has to be so; in fact, if it is true that from the beginning 
nothing exists, in virtue of the law of cause-effect it would follow that 
from the beginning none of the things that arise from interdependence 
exist. 

If we admit the second hypothesis, namely that there is a cause, then, 
since there is nothing arising from interdependence from the beginning, 
there are two possibilities: either we admit that in that moment something 
already existed outside interdependence, or we admit that in that moment 
there was nothing. 

If you accept the first possibility, you contradict your claim that there 
was nothing from the beginning that did not arise from interdependence, 
which is to say, independent. And if it is independent, not arisen from 
interdependence, you must also admit that from the beginning there was 
a pure, non-interdependent Supreme Being. 

If you accept the second possibility, namely that in that moment 
there was nothing of what belongs to interdependence, there should be 
nothing today as well, otherwise we would have to admit that things arose 
from nothing, namely from a substance-less emptiness. But while at first 
you claimed there was no object whatsoever, now you claim that some 
objects arose from nothingness, though this is not possible and 
contradictory. 

What we must accept instead, is that in the moment in which there 
was nothing existing in interdependence, the things that exist in 
interdependence arose from a cause outside interdependence itself. Since 
this cause exists outside of interdependence, it becomes contradictory 
not to accept and claim that from the beginning there was no Supreme 
Being who did not arise from interdependence. 

I have already quoted a text from Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas: 
“If this is how it is, the reason why those who are born do not arise and 
those who die do not disappear, is that nature has no substance.” 
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But if it is erroneous to say that there is no substance of things that 
arise from interdependence, then it must be right to say there is a 
substance in things that arise from interdependence. In fact, we read in 
The Dispeller of Disputes 26: “If substance-less things are refuted by 
something substance-less, when what is substance-less is abandoned, 
substance would be established.” But then, if you agreed with the idea 
that all things that arise from interdependence have a substance, then it 
can no longer be the case that “those who are born do not arise, and 
those who die do not disappear;’” moreover, the system cause-effect will 
also be acceptable. 

As it was claimed in The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XXIV, 
14: “For him to whom emptiness is not clear, nothing becomes clear;” 
and in 16: “If you perceive the existence of all things in terms of their 
essence, then this perception of all things will be without the perception 
of causes and conditions;” and in 1: “If all this world is empty, neither 
arising nor ceasing, then for you it follows that the Four Noble Truths do 
not exist.” 

But if you admit that there is no arising and disappearing, and no 
cause-effect system either, then for you there is no longer 
interdependence: in this case, since there is no Supreme Being outside 
interdependence, nothing should exist. 

What has been said so far may be summarized through an example. 

Let us imagine that among the infinite number of things in existence 
today there is a wall that cannot become white on its own; let us also 
imagine that there is an infinite number of things that arose from 
interdependence, none of which is self-caused. Now, even if we imagine 
that the walls that cannot become white on their own are infinite in 
number, unless we acknowledge another thing besides those walls, we 
must admit that those infinite walls will never become white. In the same 
way, in the case of the infinite things that derive from interdependence, 
unless we admit another thing besides them, we have already implicitly 
accepted that from the beginning they could not have existed. 

Just as the infinite walls will never become white unless we admit 
that there is someone who paints them that color, likewise, all things that 
derive from interdependence and did not arise from themselves, will 
never be able to arise, namely to come into existence, unless we posit the 
existence of something else that is self-existent. 

And just as unless we accept that there is “another” who colors that 
wall white (since it cannot become white of its own accord) it follows 
that there will never be white walls among the infinite number of walls, 
likewise, unless we accept “another who is self-existent,” who is outside 
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all interdependent things that cannot came into existence out of 
themselves, it also follows that the infinite cases of interdependence 
cannot possibly arise. 

What I mean is that unless we accept “another” who can paint the 
wall white, it will necessary be the case that the infinite walls cannot 
become white; in the same way, unless we accept “another” Independent, 
who exists in virtue of his own nature, outside all interdependent things 
that did not arise out of themselves, it will necessarily be the case that 
none of the interdependent things cannot have existed from the 
beginning, nor can any birth ever occur. 

In conclusion, if all the infinite walls cannot become white on their 
own, then any wall cannot turn white by itself because of another wall 
that also cannot become white by itself. The same thing is true of 
interdependent things: if the infinite interdependent things cannot arise 
out of themselves, then no interdependent thing can possibly arise due to 
any other thing that cannot arise out of itself either. 

Again: a wall that is not originally white and that cannot turn white 
because of any other wall which is also not originally white, will never 
become white unless there is “another” that colors it white; thus, since all 
the walls cannot become white of themselves, we must admit that from 
the beginning no wall has ever become white. In the same way, any 
interdependent thing that cannot arise by itself, and that cannot arise due 
to any other interdependent thing (that also did not arise by itself), can 
never arise unless from the beginning we posit “another” independent, 
self-caused, outside all interdependent things that do not arise by 
themselves. Thus, since all interdependent things cannot arise and exist 
from the beginning by themselves, we must admit that none of the things 
of interdependence ever arose by itself. 

Once again: even if there are infinite walls, a wall will never turn 
white unless from the beginning there is “another” that is not a wall that 
cannot become white by itself; likewise, all the infinite interdependent 
things, as previously stated in the quote from Commentary to Four Hundred 
Stanzas, cannot arise unless there is one who existed from the beginning, 
namely a sacred Supreme Being, who is not interdependent and arisen 
from himself. 

It is therefore evident that of all the infinite interdependent things, 
none ever arose before the beginning. 

Thus, as we even read in Char Words quote, we must admit that there 
is a moment in which things of interdependence began to arise; by 
examining this moment, unless we admit the existence from the 
beginning of a sacred Supreme Being outside interdependence, what 
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remains demonstrated is that all interdependent things cannot exist from 
the beginning. 

We must therefore accept that there is a moment of arising of all 
things that are interdependent due to their relative existence; however, if 
we accept such a moment we must also accept that it is not possible that 
their arising took place without a beginning. It is only by accepting the 
existence of this moment that one truly understands the meaning of 
arising. If we accept the concept of arising but do not know the true 
meaning of it, to say that arising took place without a beginning amounts 
only to a bunch of empty words and contradictions. 

We must accept that arising has a meaning for interdependent things; 
we cannot talk about arising if this term has no meaning. To speak 
meaningfully of arising makes sense only if arising has not existed 
forever, before the coming into existence of all that has arisen. 

In Introduction to Madhyamika we tead these verses: “That which has 
arisen cannot arise again. To arise again means not to have yet arisen; 
here we do not find the bud of its arising.” 

To meaningfully arise is only arising that has not existed before its 
beginning; only in this way we can accept that interdependent things arise 
meaningfully. Thus, we must accept that things really arise only if they 
have not arisen before. 

If we accept the arising of interdependent things, which did not 
exist before their beginning, we must also accept that before their 
beginning, none of the interdependent things existed. Thus, it is clear 
that it is foolish to admit that the arising of all interdependent things 
always existed, as such view reveals a lack of a proper understanding of 
what arising is. It is therefore clear and undisputable that there was a 
moment when all interdependent things began to exist. 


2) The cessation of things as well requires they had a beginning. 


Evidently we must accept that there is a moment when something 
that exists in the state of relative existence disappears, and therefore we 
must also accept that there was a moment of the beginning of the arising 
of all interdependent things. 

And just like by admitting the moment of disappearing of any given 
thing in the state of relative existence we must necessarily accept that 
such disappearing has not always existed from the beginning, likewise by 
admitting that there was a moment marking the beginning of any given 
interdependent thing we must accept that such arising has not always 
existed. 
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And just like we must accept the real disappearance of a thing that 
existed before, a disappearing that did not occur prior to that, likewise we 
must accept the meaningful and only arising of a thing that that did not 
exist beforehand and did not arise before. 

Again, if we accept that there is a particular moment of the 
disappearance of a thing that existed before but that did not disappear 
prior to that moment either, then it follows that it really existed before 
and that it did not disappear before either: this is what the real meaning 
of disappearing is. 

In the same way, if we accept a moment of arising of 
interdependent things (which have not existed before the beginning and 
have not arisen beforehand) it turns out that truly before that moment 
arising did not exist nor did anything arise as far as interdependent things 
are concerned. 

If it turns out that the real meaning of disappearing is that a thing 
existed before and had not previously disappeared, then the opposite 
must be true, namely that before its disappearance it existed and had not 
gone out of existence. 

In the same way, if it is the case that interdependent things did not 
exist from the beginning and did not arise before, then there must be a 
moment in which their arising occurred. In conclusion: for the same 
reason we must accept that there is a moment in which things in relative 
existence disappear, it is very clear that we must accept that this 
disappearing has not taken place neither from the beginning nor before 
that moment. 

In the same way, just as we must accept that there is a moment of 
the arising of some interdependent thing, we must also admit that such 
thing did not exist from the beginning and had not arisen before that 
moment. 


3) Arising serves a purpose, because before their arising things did not exist. 


From what has been said, it is clear that all cases of interdependence 
did not exist beforehand, or from the beginning; by accepting this, we 
conclude that there is a moment and a beginning of the arising of all 
interdependent things. 

If we do not accept that there is a moment for the beginning and the 
arising of all interdependent things, then we must also accept that there is 
no moment or beginning of the arising of interdependent things: but this 
view amounts to empty words and contradictions. Thus, we must accept 
that there is a moment and a beginning of all interdependent things, 
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otherwise, if we do not accept this, we must also accept the inexistence 
of the arising of all interdependent things from the beginning; however, 
this would amount to say that all interdependent things do not exist from 
the beginning. 

If we do not accept a beginning for the arising of all interdependent 
things we must then admit that their arising is the arising of 
something/someone that has already been born. And if we do not admit 
that the arising of such cases is the arising of someone/something that 
has already been born, we then must admit that it is the arising of 
something/someone that has not yet arisen. 

But if we accept that the arising of all interdependent things is the 
arising of what has not yet been born, then we must admit that the 
arising of all interdependent things has had a beginning and did not exist 
from the beginning. 

But if the arising of all interdependent things has had a beginning, 
then you Tibetans must accept that there is a moment of the arising of 
all interdependent things, as you have already accepted (as stated in the 
previously mentioned text of Car Words) that all interdependent things 
have a relative existence. 


4) The arising of interdependence requires the Independent. 


Again: just as you accept that there is a purposeful moment of the 
arising of all interdependent things, likewise you must accept that this 
arising has not taken place forever and that it did not occur beforehand, 
but that it constitutes the arising of what has not yet been born; in this 
case, it is evident that the arising of all interdependent things has had a 
specific beginning. 

This means that for them there was a time before which they did not 
exist; that time is the specific moment of the arising of all 
interdependent things; thus, before that moment they did not exist. 
Unless you admit that there was from the beginning a sacred, 
independent Supreme Being, you must then admit that from the 
beginning nothing existed, because if something existed it had to exist 
outside the network of interdependent things. 

If we accept that the arising of all interdependent things needed a 
beginning and that up that moment none of them existed, this is a sign 
that we understand what interdependence really means. 

Moreover, by accepting this, we must accept that up that moment 
there was no cause-effect system regulating the cases of interdependence. 
And since arising cannot exist without this system, we must also accept 
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that up to that moment the arising of any interdependent thing was not 
possible. 

Thus, having accepted that there is a moment of beginning of all 
interdependent things, unless there was an eternally existing sacred 
independent Supreme Being, it is evident that there could not have 
existed anything under any form. 


5) Need for an Independent Cause on the part of three types of arising. 


Concerning the true arising of interdependent things, there are three 
ways: arising from the womb, from an egg; and from humidity or heat 
(i.e., exuding or fermentation). 

If we examine separately the three different ways of arising, we will 
find that those who have arisen from those three causes did not really 
originate from them after all. 

If this is the case, we may say that generally speaking these three 
manners of arising of interdependent things derive from a cause that is 
not the one from which they apparently derive. 

In summary: if the arising of something from the womb derives 
from another cause and did not originate from the womb, even though it 
began there; if the arising of something from an egg derives from another 
cause and did not originate from an egg, even though it began there; and 
if arising of something from heat or humidity derived from another cause 
and did not originate from heat or humidity, even though it began there — 
then, in this case the result is that as a whole, even the arising of all 
interdependent things derives from another cause that does not belong to 
the system of interdependent things. 


a) Examination of arising from a womb 

It has already been demonstrated that there was a moment from the 
beginning, in which there was no arising at all. Thus, we must accept that 
arising from a womb did not exist in the beginning, but arose later; in 
other words, there was a real beginning of arising from a womb. 

Now, all births are due to a motherly and a fatherly cause. The result 
is that the beginning of arising from the womb depends on the beginning 
of the cause of mother and father. Thus, rather than arising from the 
womb, we should properly speak of arising from father and mother, on 
whom the arising from the womb depends exclusively. In conclusion, we 


120 Tsongkapa in his work Lam rim c’en mo added a fourth: arising by apparition 
(from a lotus flower, or in heavens, in hells). 
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cannot admit that it is possible for any arising from the womb to occur 
without it having its origin in the womb due to father and mother. 
Therefore, we must admit that it is perfectly clear that arising from the 
womb came from the womb, but at its very beginning, its cause was not 
the womb. 


b) Examination of arising from an egg 

Even in the case of arising from an egg it has already been 
demonstrated that there was a moment, from the beginning, in which 
there was no arising at all. We must therefore accept that arising from an 
egg did not exist before, but began later. 

It is true that everything that comes from an egg really arises from an 
egg; but it is also perfectly clear and we must admit that the beginning of 
arising is not from the egg, but depended on the male and female that 
originated the egg. Thus, arising from an egg has its beginning and origin 
from the male and the female; in this case, it is right to admit that even 
the beginning of the arising from an egg depended on the male and 
female causes. Thus, rather than arising from an egg, we should properly 
speak of arising from male and female, on whom the beginning of the 
arising from an egg depended exclusively. We must accept that there 
cannot possibly be any arising from an egg that was not caused by male 
and female. Thus, we must also accept that arising from an egg occurred 
from an egg all right, but at the moment of its beginning, the first cause 
was not the egg. 


c) Examination of arising from humidity or heat. 

Even in the case of arising from humidity or fermentation it has 
already been demonstrated that there was a moment, from the beginning, 
in which it did not exist: thus, we have to accept that arising from 
humidity did not exist before, but began later. Thus, there was a real 
beginning of arising from humidity. 

So, what do you think, wise men of Tibet? Does what arises from 
humidity arise from an egg of male and female, together with humidity 
and heat, or only from humidity and heat? If we accept the first answer, 
as I have explained before, the arising depends on the fatherly and 
motherly cause, and thus the arising has come from humidity, but at the 
moment of the beginning the cause was not humidity. If we accept the 
second answer, then the arising depended only on humidity, namely on 
the four elements (earth, air, water and fire) which are the origin of 
dryness, humidity, cold and warmth; in this case, the arising from the four 
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elements depends on the four elements that had already arisen and 
already existed. 

Thus, this is a particular arising that is not properly speaking an 
arising, because there is no beginning of arising only from humidity and 
heat. Thus, we must reject the idea of arising only from humidity and 
heat, because humidity has intervened at the moment of the beginning of 
the arising of the four elements that already existed, but the cause was 
not the humidity and heat, but the four elements that already pre-existed. 


6) Arising from forms: 

As I have already explained when examining the three different type 
of arising, all living beings derive from their seed, such as trees, bushes, 
grass, and living beings. 

The other things come from the aggregation of elements, such as 
lightning, hail, snow, salt, different stones, precious stones, jewels, etc. 
After a careful examination it is easy to understand how they all derive 
from their own cause, just as their form depends on the form of each of 
their own cause. 

There are three types of forms: true form, false form and reflected 
form. 


a) Arising from true form (the body) 

If there is arising of true forms, we must admit that there was a 
moment at the beginning, in which the arising of concrete forms 
occurred. Thus, we cannot admit that concrete forms have existed before 
the beginning, because it is very evident that each concrete form exists 
because it is derived from another concrete form. 

Now, at the moment of their beginning, in which there were no 
concrete forms, they could not have come into being due to an arising of 
non-existing forms. We must therefore accept that the origin of concrete 
forms, at the moment of their beginning, occurred dependently upon a 
cause that was neither a concrete form, nor the usual form that produces 
the arising of another concrete form. 


b) Arising from fictitious form 
It is evident that false forms depend on concrete forms. Let us see 
why. Generally speaking there are two types of causes: secondary or 
common cause, and main or proper, un-common cause. 
The cause from which an effect arises is not the secondary cause, but 
is rather the main or proper cause. Thus, the proper cause from which 
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the arising of the effect really occurs, is not the secondary cause but the 
main or proper cause. Thus, the proper cause from which the arising of 
concrete forms occurs has a concrete form, and the secondary cause 
from which the arising of the concrete form occurs does not have a 
concrete form. Let me give you a better explanation through an example. 

If water, manure, warmth, the earth, etc. receive the seed of rice, they 
become the cause of the rice bud; if they receive the seed of grain or of 
peas, they become the cause of the grain bud or of peas’ buds. Thus, they 
are common, yet secondary causes. 

The barley seed, though it may need various secondary causes to 
produce a barley bud, is nonetheless the proper cause of it; the water and 
the fertilizer that come in contact with that seed become the secondary 
cause. 

The same thing happens with an artist who, after seeing a flower, by 
using his eyes, hands and tools makes a fictitious flower and thus 
becomes the cause of a non-real flower; if in his mind the figure of a fish 
or of a sheep arises in his mind, he reproduces it in his art. We can 
therefore say that the whole constituted by the hands, eyes and tools of 
an artist is the common and secondary cause. However, the figure of a 
flower that arises in the mind of an artist, though it may need various 
common or secondary causes to come about, is the main or proper cause 
of the pretend flower. The arising of the fictitious form derives as main 
cause from the figure that is in the artist’s mind, but this figure depends 
on the concrete form: in other words, it is just the reflection of the 
concrete form that the artist is using as his model. 


c) Arising from of fictitious or reflected form. 

The reflection arises from the union, in one’s sight, of three things: 
concrete form, a clean surface [a lake, a mirror, the desert sand] and the 
light that allows one to see. The clean surface and the light are secondary 
causes, like water, fertilizer, heat. The concrete form is the main cause: 
the reflected form always arises from a concrete form. A reflection, 
therefore, does not simply depend on the form that one sees, but 
depends on another cause, namely on the concrete form that is being 
reflected.” 


121 Considering the importance that Buddhists give to a reflection, so much so that 
they come to regard it as the cause and demonstration of the insubstantiality of 
things, Desideri gives an explanation of it in order to demonstrate that at the origin of 
a reflection there is always a concrete thing. 
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d) Conclusion. 

If we seek through a detail examination the cause of every arising, it 
will be perfectly clear that living beings did not arise from the immediate 
cause of their arising alone, but depend instead on the initial cause of all 
types of arising. 

Therefore, for instance, concerning the arising of man from a womb: 
even if every single man arose from a womb as its cause, the first man did 
not arise from there at the beginning; the same is true of the arising of 
each and every interdependent thing that depend on a cause. Generally 
speaking, we must say that the arising of all interdependent things needed 
at the very beginning a sacred, supreme Cause that is not interdependent 
and that does not depend on any cause. 

As I showed earlier, if there is no cause outside the womb, there is 
no arising from a womb from the beginning; and if there is no cause 
outside the egg, there is no arising from an egg from the beginning; and if 
there is no cause outside warmth and humidity, there is no arising from 
warmth-humidity from the beginning; and if there is no cause outside a 
seed, there is no arising from a seed from the beginning; and if there is no 
arising outside the four elements there is no arising from the four 
elements from the beginning; and if there is no arising outside a concrete 
form, there is no arising from fictitious or reflected form from the 
beginning. Finally, for the same reason, if there is no sacred, supreme 
cause that is not interdependent and does not depend on any cause, we 
must admit that there is no arising of interdependent things (which all 
depend on a cause) from the beginning. 

Thus, if the arising of interdependent things that depend on their 
own cause do not exist from the beginning, then we must admit that all 
interdependent things, each one depending on its own cause, do not exist 
from the beginning. 

For the same reason, if we do not admit that there is a sacred, 
Supreme Being that does not arise from the whole of interdependence 
and that does not depend on any cause, then we must admit that all 
interdependent things do not exist from the beginning. 
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Second argument 


DENIAL OF THE INDEPENDENT DOES NOT WITHSTAND 
LOGIC 


Demonstration of the thesis. 
First conclusion: the Supreme Being is outside the network of interdependent things. 
Second conclusion: the Supreme Being is independent. 


Demonstration of the thesis 


In your Madhyamika system, the thesis you uphold, namely that 
there is no supreme, independent, and uncaused Being, has no solid 
foundation, otherwise you would unavoidably have to admit that the 
relative existence of all interdependent things depends on a First Cause, 
which you deny. You must therefore unavoidably accept that the relative 
existence of all interdependent things depends on a First Cause. 

We know this is the case as we gather from this text from Car 
Words: 


To say that every mountain is the fruit of thought because it does not exist, 
as they lack the essence proper of all concrete things, amounts to say that the 
mountain is not there. On the contrary, Madhyamika claims that the 
mountain exists with a relative existence, thus the way the mountain is 
conceived by us is different than the way nihilists do. We do not have that 
defect, moreover we welcome every analysis and verification leading to 
knowledge of the truth. 


Even in the Commentary to Clear Words we read: “Not only we do not 
have the defect of denying the arising and disappearing of all things, but 
we accept the Four Noble Truths.” 

In the Commentary to The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way we 
read: “Since we accept only that which is caused by interdependence, in 
other words, since we accept only that things are dependent, we cannot 
be accused to claim that all relative things are nothing.” 

But then, since in your system there are logical arguments aimed at 
demonstrating that things enjoy relative existence because they are 
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interdependent, you must also accept the conclusions that derive from 
them.” 

Therefore, since in your system there are reasons given to uphold 
relative existence [namely interdependence], you also need to make room 
for the existence of a sacred Supreme Being who is not interdependent 
because he does not depend on any other cause. If you accept this 
conclusion, namely that there is a sacred, independent Supreme Being, 
then your system can be properly said to be logical. 

In Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland we read: “If one upholds the opposite 
of this doctrine, he leads un-educated people to ruin. The way of thinking 
that suggests that nothing exists is not a pure doctrine, and it leads to 
intellectual shipwreck.” The same thing could be said about you and your 
school of thought unless you do not rise from the relatively of things to 
the Absolute. In the same text we also read: “If one understands things to 
be the opposite of what we teach, he is like a fool who reputes himself to 
be wise; he abandons himself to wild excesses and then ends up in a hell 
region, walking on his head.” 

All this may as well apply to your system and yourselves. 

Since all interdependent things evidently exist, there must be a sacred 
Supreme Being outside the chain of interdependent things. In fact, if the 
nature of things was emptiness, we should say that nothing exists and 
what has to arise cannot do it; thus, from the beginning, none of the 
relative things ought to exist. But since relative things evidently exist, 
there must necessarily be a sacred Supreme Being who does not belong 
to the domain of interdependent things [that is, to the domain of 
emptiness]. 

This is the reason why: if the nature of things is emptiness, since 
nothing arises out of nothing, things cannot arise from emptiness. Now, 
to exist in a relative way means that things can either be or not be, which 
amounts to say that there was a time when things did not exist; therefore, 
either we admit that things had a beginning, or we have to acknowledge 
that today nothings exists. 

Let me explain you why. It is impossible that relative things may be 
such from infinite time; thus, we must agree that they have not existed 
since always. Now, since all things have not existed from the beginning, 


12? Desideri says that theists arrive at the necessity of an independent Absolute by 
starting from the very fact that things are relative. Since the relativity of all things is 
the reason and main argument for their proof of the existence of a First Cause, and 
since Buddhists too fully accept the idea that things are relative, they must 
necessarily accept the existence of a First Cause; then and only then will their system 
be truly logical. 
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either one of these two cases is true: either nothing in the domain of the 
relative things should exist today, or we must admit the existence of the 
Absolute. 

The first case is not admissible because we see all around us things 
existing, albeit in a relative way. But what about the second case? We 
must admit that from the very beginning an Absolute exists, otherwise we 
cannot explain how relative things exist. But since relative things exist in 
an un-equivocal manner, it is necessary to admit something that exists in 
a perfect way, something that cannot not exist in the sphere of the 
Absolute, namely the Supreme Being, who is not interdependent because 
he does not depend on anything. Once we accept this, it is easy to explain 
the existence of all interdependent things. In conclusion: it is perfectly 
and evidently clear that there is a sacred Supreme Being, precisely for the 
reason that interdependent things exist. 

Moreover, it is clear that from the beginning none of the relative 
things existed, that is to say, none of the things that belong to 
interdependence. So, if you ask me how can it be made clear that all 
interdependent things did not exist from the beginning, I will answer in a 
way that is opposite to what you Tibetans claim. 

It is not possible that the arising of interdependent things existed 
since always, because if you accept the idea that this arising has gone on 
indefinitely, you must also accept the idea that things arisen since always 
arise again today as well, as we read in the Introduction to the Fundamental 
Wisdom of the Middle Way: “That which is arisen cannot arise again: if a 
person who has already arisen thinks he can arise again, he is mistaken: he 
will never arise again, just like a bud who turns into a flower will not arise 
again as a bud.” Indeed, if we accept that things and their arising exist 
since always, then we must accept that the arising of interdependent 
things that have not yet arisen exists since always as well. 

In fact, if we accept that the arising of what has not yet arisen exists 
since always, then we must accept that things that have arisen later also 
exist from an indefinite time [and therefore that they arise after having 
already arisen]. Therefore let me repeat to you Tibetans: it is perfectly 
clear that all interdependent things do not exist since always and from 
indefinite time; if this is so, it is precisely because they are relative and 
dependent. 

Thus, it is necessary to admit that a self-caused Being, who has to 
have existed since always because he does not exist in the domain of the 
relative, really exists: a Supreme Being on whom everything depends, 
who is eternal without ever having arisen. All things depend on him, 
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since they have not always existed but have arisen in dependence on him, 
while He never arose because he has no cause outside himself. 

It would be contradictory to claim that things have come to us from 
all eternity, since this is impossible as they had a beginning. Thus, since 
things that are not eternal could not have always existed, all 
interdependent things have not come to us from an indefinite time. We 
must therefore admit that from the beginning a Supreme Being exists on 
whom everything that arises depends: He has to have existed from all 
eternity because if that was not the case in the beginning we would not 
find interdependent things and today there would be nothing. And yet we 
see that things exist, and therefore there must also be from all eternity a 
Being on whom the arising of interdependent things depends. 

This Being exists and cannot not exist from all eternity because he 
never arose in the first place: in fact, he does not depend on any cause, 
while he is the cause of all interdependent things. He is the cause of all of 
them, but does not belong to the domain of interdependence because he 
who exists since always never arose, and did not depend on a cause 
cannot belong to such domain. 

In conclusion, we must admit that there is the arising of all 
interdependent things in a state of relativity. This arising has a meaning, 
insofar as before coming into existence all things did not exist, especially 
not from all time. Thus, we must necessarily accept that there is a self- 
caused Being, existing since always, on whom the arising of all 
interdependent things depends, namely a sacred Supreme Being who is 
not dependent and does not belong to the domain of interdependence. 


First conclusion: the Supreme Being is outside the chain of interdependent things. 


If all interdependent things exist by definition in a relative condition, 
it is clear that there must be a sacred Supreme Being who is not 
interdependent. In fact, it is logical that all relative interdependent things 
cannot have existed since always: and if they have not always existed but 
exist today, we must conclude that they had their beginning from him 
who never had one. 

Just like water, in its natural condition, does not have the ability to 
warm itself and to warm other things, likewise all things belonging to 
interdependence, due to their relative nature, do not have the ability to 
arise on their own. 

The water of the Ganges river does not have the power to become 
warm on its own: if it warms up it is because of a change in temperature. 
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In the same way, all relative interdependent things which cannot naturally 
arise on their own, if they arise it is because they received the possibility 
of arising from the One who never arose in the first place. When the 
Ganges’ water becomes warm it is because it acquired the quality of 
warmth; this quality however is not in the river’s own nature, and if it 
acquires it, it does so from something other than a source of cold water. 
In the same way, when interdependent things arise, they do not arise on 
their own: if they exist, it is because they have had a beginning, and if we 
deny they had a beginning, today they should not exist at all. 

Just as the nature of the Ganges’ water, which is naturally cold and 
does not have the energy to become warm, if it changes in temperature it 
cannot have done so from infinite time, likewise, unless the relative and 
interdependent things arise from One who is self-caused, they do not the 
power to arise at all. Why? Because it cannot be claimed, as you are used 
to do, that what arises does so from all eternity without ultimately owing 
its arising to the One who is never arisen in the first place. 

Because of this reason, it is possible that a contingent being may 
arise from yet another contingent being belonging to the domain of 
interdependence, but it cannot be accepted that this occurred from all 
eternity, namely that relative interdependent things may arise from all 


123 The shift from potentiality to actuality is described by Aquinas in these words: 
“The first and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, and 
evident to our senses, that in the world some things are in motion. Now whatever is 
in motion is put in motion by another, for nothing can be in motion except it is in 
potentiality to that towards which it is in motion; whereas a thing moves inasmuch as 
it is in act. For motion is nothing else than the reduction of something from 
potentiality to actuality. But nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, 
except by something in a state of actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, 
makes wood, which is potentially hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and 
changes it. Now it is not possible that the same thing should be at once in actuality 
and potentiality in the same respect, but only in different respects. For what is 
actually hot cannot simultaneously be potentially hot; but it is simultaneously 
potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that in the same respect and in the same 
way a thing should be both mover and moved, i.e. that it should move itself. 
Therefore, whatever is in motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which 
it is put in motion be itself put in motion, then this also must needs be put in motion 
by another, and that by another again. But this cannot go on to infinity, because then 
there would be no first mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that 
subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first mover; 
as the staff moves only because it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is 
necessary to arrive at a first mover, put in motion by no other; and this everyone 
understands to be God” (Summa Ia, q. 2, art 3). 
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eternity unless there is a Being whose existence is identical with his 
essence. 

Just as it is not acceptable to claim that it is possible for cold water to 
become warm unless there is a source of warmth distinct from the water 
itself, in the same way it is not acceptable to suggest that all things of 
interdependence arise from each other from all eternity, unless we accept 
the existence of a sacred Supreme Being, who is conditioned by previous 
arising, and who exists from all eternity without belonging to the relative 
sphere of interdependence. 

Moreover, just as in the case of the Ganges’ water it is obvious that it 
cannot change its temperature on its own, likewise in the case of 
interdependent things it is obvious that there is nothing in existence that 
has not previously arisen; that arose from nothingness or from all time; 
that has not arisen outside the domain of interdependence — thus 
confirming that there cannot not be a sacred Supreme Being, who did not 
need to arise since he exists from all eternity, and did not arise from the 
domain of relative, interdependent things. 

Thus, if there is the possibility for something to warm up, it is 
because it receives such possibility from another thing; likewise, if there 
are things that have not arisen from all eternity, we must then accept that 
from the beginning there was another thing that did not need to arise 
from an already arisen thing, and that always existed. 

Then, if there was something from the beginning that did not need 
to arise and that always existed, this thing cannot be other than the 
Existing One, who cannot not exist and is the Unbegotten One from all 
eternity. Such Existing One, who cannot not exist and is the Not-Arisen 
One from all time, is the sacred Supreme Being who must exist and 
cannot not exist. 

The ability to exist and not to exist is typical of the relative and 
interdependent domain. If it turns out that a being exists and that it 
cannot not exist, this would be the Absolute as it can be verified 
according to both absolute and relative truths. 

Let us take the example of a person who is tightly bound and does 
not have the strength to free himself: interdependent things are similar to 
such person, since they arose in their particular condition, but none of 
them had the power to arise by itself. And just as someone who is tied up 
and does not have the strength to free himself, if he gets loose it is thanks 
to a power outside himself, likewise, all interdependent things born in a 
relative state did not have the power to arise on their own, but having 
arisen, they owed it to “One Who Exists from the Beginning.” 
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Moreover, if one who is tightly bound is freed by another liberating 
agent, you cannot deny that before being freed he was tightly bound 
indeed; likewise, if all interdependent things arise, there must have been a 
“power” existing from the beginning, and you cannot deny that before 
arising from the “One who has always existed” things had not yet arisen. 

Just as we accept that there was a time before the moment of 
liberation, and do not say that liberation from being tightly bound has 
taken place from infinite time, likewise we must accept that there was a 
time before the arising of things, and cannot say that this arising from 
One who has always existed took place from all eternity. 

Again: we cannot say about one who is tightly bound and did not 
have the strength to free himself, if he is freed, that such liberation came 
to him from all eternity, namely from indefinite times; on the contrary, 
we must accept that at first he was bound, but then he was freed. In the 
same way, we cannot say that interdependent things that arose from the 
Eternal One have existed since always, namely from indefinite times, but 
must instead concede that at first they did not exist, and then began to 
exist . 

Once again, just as a person who is bound tightly cannot free 
another precisely because of his condition and must be freed first by one 
who is not tightly bound and has the ability to free himself, in the same 
way things that arose from interdependence cannot have arisen from 
each other since always, but rather we must admit the existence of a 
sacred Supreme Being who did not arise by birth, and who neither arose 
nor was produced in the domain of the relative and interdependent 
things, but existed from all eternity. 

Moreover: if everybody is tightly bound and if we exclude that there 
is at least a person who is free and endowed with the ability to free 
others, then we must admit that there will never be a moment of 
liberation from the shackles that bind these people tightly. Likewise, 
unless we admit the eternal existence of a sacred Supreme Being, who is 
the origin and author of all things that arise without having in themselves 
the reason of their own arising (i.e., a Being who did not arise in the 
relative domain of interdependence) — then nothing that exists in such 
domain should exist, because all things cannot be but interdependent, 
and nothing arises out of nothing. 

Yet, we clearly and definitely see that all relative and interdependent 
things do exist; thus, we must accept their true and ultimate cause, 
namely a sacred Supreme Being who is not relative and interdependent 
himself. 
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We read in Introduction to Madhyamika: “The emptiness of concrete 
things, a reflection, etc., depend on the aggregation of various factors, 
and they can be known. Just as the form of the mind arises, likewise the 
reflection of emptiness arises from emptiness. It is because they arise 
from sunyata that all things, including concrete ones, are empty.” 

Even in Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas we read: “We deny that 
all concrete things are produced from their own substance, but we do not 
deny the existence of interdependent things, like the eyes, etc. etc.” 

According to what is said in these texts, the wise man who sees the 
world as it appears to our senses, accepts all the things of the world as the 
fruit matured by karma, or as a magic arising from another magic. And 
yet I claim that if we accept that all things are in condition of relativity 
and interdependence, we must necessarily accept the existence of a sacred 
Supreme Being who is not interdependent; let me further explain the 
reason why. 

From a beautiful thing another beautiful thing arises. Likewise, from 
the sun that can be seen peeking through the white clouds, an empty 
reflection appears on the surface of a crystal clear lake; then, from this 
empty reflection, another reflection of the sun appears on a mirror; from 
it, another reflection of the sun appears in one’s eyes; from it another 
reflection appears on the aggregate of perception; from it, another one 
arises in the mind or consciousness; from it, another reflection appears in 
the form of a drawing of the sun on a table or on a piece of paper; from 
there, many other empty reflections may appear in the minds of those 
who see this picture. 

In this case, we cannot deny that there is a true and real body of the 
sun which is not what is reflected on the lake’s surface, but rather 
something real and non-magical. 

In the same way, if we accept that interdependence arises from 
emptiness, we must accept that besides interdependence there is 
something, namely emptiness; thus, we admit that there is something 
besides interdependence, because if the reflection exists there must also 
be something concrete besides the reflection. 

Thus, if we admit that all relative and interdependent things draw 
their existence from a reflection empty of substance and from magic, and 
if we deny that there is an eternal Supreme Being outside 
interdependence and emptiness, then we really run into the emptiness of 
all contradictions. 

On the contrary, if all interdependent things exist, then, unavoidably, 
there must a sacred Supreme Being who has not arisen from emptiness 
and who is not interdependent, because if He did not exist, none of the 
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relative and interdependent things would exist either; but since they do, 
we must unavoidably admit the independent Supreme Being’s existence. 

This is why we read in The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XIT, 
7: “If there were even a trifle nonempty emptiness itself would be but a 
trifle. But not even a trifle is nonempty. How could emptiness be an 
entity?” These words must be taken literally, directly, since they have 
no indirect meaning. 

In Atisa’s Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment (Bodhipathapradipa) we 
read: 


Since there is nothing that is non-empty, not even emptiness is such in its 
own nature: thus emptiness and non-emptiness from the beginning to the 
end have the meaning of empty and non-empty of its own nature. Thus, non- 
empty means non-empty of existence with its own nature. Since there is no 
existing being endowed with own nature, there is not even an empty of its 
own nature. To claim the latter, otherwise, would be ridiculous. 


The writer of these words should be compared to a crazy dog 
howling in the night. At night, when there is a full moon, a crazy dog 
after seeing its own shadow gets spooked, starts running and thinks there 
is another dog chasing him, and thus gets upset with its own shadow. 
Atisa, who interpreted literally the above mentioned words from The 
Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way and said they were ridiculous, 
mistook their meaning, just like the dog who in a dark night sees his 
shadow and gets upset. Thus, I must bounce back the charge of 
“ridiculous” to this author, by pointing out the weak point of his logic. 

O Atisa, I would say to him, if the person who generated you is a 
real father, and not just the appearance of a father, then you too are 
something real, namely a son. But if you think that your father is only a 
reflection and not a real father, then you do not exist either: you are only 
a reflection and not a real son. I believe this, and if you entertain doubts 
about it, it is because I am wise and you are not. Let us read again 
Nagarjuna’s words: “If there were even a trifle of nonempty [the 
Absolute] emptiness itself would be but a trifle [the relative]. But not 
even a trifle is nonempty [the Absolute]. How could emptiness be an 
entity [the relative]?” 

I agree with these verses, and if you do not, you ate not wise. 


124 Desideri insist on interpreting these verses literally: in other words, only if we 
admit the Absolute the relative makes sense, because without the Absolute the 
relative would not exist. 
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In summary: without a doubt, unless we admit that there is from the 
beginning a sacred Supreme Being who is not interdependent, we then 
must acknowledge that it makes no sense to admit the eternal existence 
of the interdependent. Unfortunately, you claim that there is no such 
Being, and this is the source of all your contradictions and defects. 

As I have clearly already shown, and without any doubts about it, if 
all interdependent things exist in a relative condition, it is then necessary 
to admit the existence of a sacred, independent Supreme Being who is 
not interdependent. 

It appears from many proofs that you Tibetans as well know the 
existence of such being, who is not interdependent, but the only 
incomparable Lord, on whom all interdependent things and relative 
things depend: he has no physical body, is self-caused, supreme, worthy 
of honor, praise and offerings and is holy. 

He is our origin and source, the Creator from the beginning of 
everything that did not exist beforehand and that later on came into 
existence, and of all creatures endowed with reason. 

Because of this, with no doubts in my heart, with my faith, body, 
voice and mind I respectfully acknowledge his exalted status and tribute 
un-ending praise, and honor to him from the depth of my heart. 


Second conclusion: the Supreme Being is independent. 


I must now demonstrate the second part of my argument, namely 
that the Supreme Being is independent. 

We read in the Four Hundred Stanzas: “That which in order to be 
must depend on arising and becoming, is certainly not independent. It is 
not free [because it depends] and therefore in it there is no substance.” 

In a passage of the Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas that refers to 
this text we read: “A substance is independent if it does not depend on 
others, it has its origin from itself, and is not interdependent. Because of 
this, all things that arise in dependence on some other thing never 
become independent. Everything that depends on a secondary thing is 
not independent; thus, in everything there is no substance and inherent 
being.” 

The word “independent” means that it does not depend on anything, 
as the meaning of the word suggests: the meaning of “lacking inherent 
being” is something else altogether, and it belongs to the concept of 
interdependence. This is why the Commentary goes on to say: “In this case, 
interdependence is outside the nature of independence and the meaning 
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of emptiness is outside the essence of independence.” Thus, the meaning 
of independence has nothing to do with that of interdependence. 

As I have already explained, unless we accept that there is from the 
beginning an independent and sacred Supreme Being, we must also admit 
that all interdependent things in the relative domain do not exist either. 
But since the relative domain exists, in other words all interdependent 
things do exist, there must necessarily be a Supreme Being that does not 
belong to the domain of interdependent things. 

The abovementioned passage from the Four Hundred Stanzas is 
absolutely correct: he who is self-existent is originally independent, does 
not depend on anything else, and in him there is no trace of 
interdependence. Thus, as I have already claimed, He must exist, and 
cannot not-exist: He is independent in virtue of his nature and substance; 
He is the only being who enjoys this condition, excluding all others. 

Again, according to the quote from the Commentary, whatever 
depends on something, depends on a cause and is its effect, and therefore 
will never become or be able to be called “independent.” On the 
contrary, one who does not depend on anything, or does not depend on a 
cause, is not an effect or by-product of something else, and thus must be 
called “independent.” This is why, as I have explained, it is perfectly right 
to say that this Supreme Being must exist, since he does not depend on 
anything or cause, and that it is impossible for him not to exist: He is 
perfectly independent and exists as such, and it is not possible for him 
not to exist. 

In the Commentary on Four Hundred Stanzas we read: “It is thoughts 
that reveal existence; without them there is no secure existence. A rope 
bundle may look like a snake, but eventually its true nature is revealed.” 
And also: “It is not free [namely it is dependent], thus it has no inherent 
substance.” 

Looking at these two texts it is clear and evident that “If something 
is not dependent, its nature is substance and independence.” 

Among those who teflected on this problem there has also been 
someone who said that “independence” does not mean not to depend on 
a cause, but rather that the mind does not see such dependence; 
therefore, the independent is called this way because the mind does not 
see what it depends on. 

However, it is easy to reply that the problem is not solved by looking 
for a cause of the Independent, whether it can be found or not, but 
rather by considering its nature and way of being: only this way we can 
come to recognize the appropriateness of the term “Independent.” 
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The way children look at things may be helpful to illustrate my 
example. When the reflection of a face appears on a mirror, small 
children see the eyes, the nose, and mistake it for a real person. However, 
it would be problematic if we saw the reflection the way children do: we 
must rather see the face in the condition of reflection. 

Now, adults who see and have senses that allow them to experience 
and experiment must not stop at what the mind suggests at first, but 
rather try to understand the object facing them in its real condition. It is 
only in this way that we can understand that the Independent exists and 
its nature as well. 

Now, the inherent nature of the Independent is its independence; 
therefore, we cannot talk about independence in the case of something 
that belongs to relative existence, or what appears not to depend on 
others, while in fact it does so. For instance, something may have an 
autonomous existence and appear independent, but its apparent 
condition is in contradiction with its not depending on cause-effect, 
because in reality it is dependent. 

For instance, a vase the cause of which is unknown, cannot be 
independent; its essence is not autonomous; it cannot have arisen without 
a cause; it must have had a cause. Thus, it is true that we must absolutely 
admit that there is a sacred Supreme Being who does not depend on 
anything and has not arisen from cause-effect system. Such Being, 
independent in virtue of its nature and essence, must also be 
autonomous. 

Moreover, as I have already explained, all interdependent things do 
not exist from the beginning, from all time; thus, if they did not exist 
from all eternity, we must conclude that there was an eternal Being when 
all other things had not yet arisen. In other words, we must accept that 
there is a Being who is different from all things, who enjoyed a particular 
type of existence. We must also accept that it is not possible for some 
other way of existing and depending to be besides the Independent and 
the interdependent, in other words, another way to be either autonomous 
or to depend on others; nor can there be another type of logic other than 
this one, which may contemplate another different way of being of the 
Independent and of the interdependent. 

In this case, we must conclude that if from the beginning there was 
no independent Being, no other dependent thing could have existed, nor 
could interdependence exist today. Thus, we conclude that there existed a 
Being from all eternity when other things had not yet arisen. Likewise, we 
must admit that there was no other way of being autonomous or 
depending on others; conversely, we must accept that there is only one 
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way of being autonomous and have inherent existence, and thus be able 
to confirm that there is the Independent and a nature like his. 

Therefore, it is perfectly and clearly acceptable that such Supreme 
Being is independent, that he must exist, and that it not possible for him 
not to be. 

We read in Introduction to the Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: “Tf 
it is possible to arise without a cause, then everything can arise from 
anything and always.” If arising without a cause is possible, then it has 
occurred always and everywhere, and there is no need to demonstrate 
that it exists here but not there. 

That sacred Supreme Being, who must exist and cannot not exist, 
because he is self-caused and has no cause outside himself, must be 
eternal because in him there is no opposite of existence. 

Because of this, we must accept that one who has inherent existence 
is independent. 

In Char Words we read: 


It is clear that if we acknowledge that concrete things exist and disappear, we 
must also acknowledge that they are not eternal and that they are nothing, as 
it is written: ‘Any being, if it exists of itself is not not-existent, and thus is 
eternal. Anything that existed before and now is no longer, can become 
nothing.’ But if a being exists of itself, it cannot go against itself; it will never 
become nothing; on the contrary, if it possesses such nature, it has to be 
eternal. But if we accept that everything has the nature of sensible things that 
first exist and then disappear, this amounts to accept that nothing exists. 


Anything that exists of itself, namely having inherent existence, is 
eternal, truly exists and its opposite [namely not-to-exist] is not possible; 
thus, it is never no-thing. 

To exist of itself, namely of one’s own nature, means to be eternal, 
to exist without its opposite. 

Just as it would be contradictory for all this to apply to what is not 
independent, to what is nothing, to what does not have inherent 
existence (namely to what does not exist out of its own nature and 
substance), likewise it would be contradictory to deny that all this applies 
to one who exists of himself, who is not no-thing, who is eternal; this 
One must necessarily exist outside the domain of interdependence. 

Thus, as I have already said and explained, we must accept that there 
is a sacred Supreme Being who exists necessarily and cannot not-exist; 
who does not depend on others at all; who has not arisen due to an 
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external cause but is self-caused. Thus, it is unquestionable and obvious 
that such Being must be independent in his own nature and substance. 

Therefore, this unique and incomparable Lord, on whom everything 
depends at all times, is bodiless, his existence is his essence, and he is 
worthy of respect, honor and our offerings. He is our origin; the Creator 
from the beginning of all things that did not exist before and then arose; 
the Creator of all reasonable beings. 

For this reason, without any doubts in my heart, but with great faith, 
my entire body, voice and mind I respectfully acknowledge his supreme 
condition. With my voice and mind I offer him countless praises and 
honors from the bottom of my heart, and I respectfully worship him. 


Third argument 


THERE IS NO REASON TO DENY THE ABSOLUTE, EVEN 
THOUGH IT CANNOT BE DIRECTLY EXAMINED BY LOGIC 


This examination is based on the relativity of all things around us, 
which are constantly arising and disappearing: we also wonder whether 
there is one who exists in the condition of Absolute, or whether 
everything without exception arises and disappears. The sensible 
consciousness concerns material objects; mental consciousness 
comprehends their emptiness, namely impermanence or relativity. 

The mind has two ways of understanding: for instance, after seeing a 
horse or an elephant which are tricks of magic, the mind understands that 
such sight is an illusion and unreal.” 

The knowledge that we attain through the senses is not a concrete 
vision. If one becomes persuaded that a vase does not exist he will not 
look for it since such vase does not exist for him. The same thing applies 
to all things and to the self: everything becomes like the rabbit’s 
imaginary horn that does not exist, namely unreal and empty. However, 
such perspective is nihilistic, and therefore an erroneous way of the 
perceiving of things. 


125 We read in Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland: “Just as the arising and disappearing 
of an illusory elephant are visible phenomena, though in reality they do not exist, the 
arising and disappearing of the illusory world are visible phenomena as well, though 
they basically do not exist either.” 
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We read in Four Hundred Stanzas: “Tf this is how things are [if things 
are as they appear to be], existence is not similar to an illusion.” In the 
Commentary to Four Hundred Stanzas we also read: “Interdependence really 
exists, even though it is an illusion, because it is not like the son of the 
sterile woman’s dream [who does not exist]. If examination of things 
leads us to deny every arising and if it shows us that there is absolutely no 
arising of aggregations, then interdependence is no longer an illusion, but 
it becomes a no-thing, like the son of the sterile woman; in that case, we 
run into the danger of denying interdependence. Therefore, such view 
must be rejected.” 

Through the above-mentioned analysis conducted with the goal of 
denying the existence of the Absolute, the outcome is the denial of 
everything that arises. 

The meaning of the example of the sterile woman’s dream and the 
rabbit’s horn is clear: the existence of everything is denied, since nothing 
exists concretely and everything is empty. This leads to the danger of 
denying interdependence: interdependence is not like the son of the 
sterile woman who was never born; rather, it is like a trick of magic, and 
in this sense we may call it a “reality,” and it is a form or arising. 

It is one thing not to exist, and quite another to exist in a relative 
way. 

Relative knowledge is that which merely knows what appears to our 
senses, without the concern to analyze whether what appears does so 
merely in one’s mind or whether it depends on the condition of the 
object existing outside of the mind: in summary, relative knowledge does 
not analyze the conditions of existence. 

Thus, relative knowledge is a way of knowing we may define as 
“mundane,” and therefore it is called “mundane knowledge,” because it is 
not an analysis of the real condition of things; it is incomplete and proper 
not only of “mundane phenomena,” but also of people conditioned by 
the logic of the relative condition. 

Certainly, sight and experience are at the basis of relative condition, 
though this is not enough. For instance, if one thinks a rope to be a 
snake, or of a mirage as if there was real water, such thoughts contradict 
the logic of what is relative. Every object considered in its relativity must 
be revealed to be existing or not-existing in its nature, in relation to 
relative logic; however, this must not contradict knowledge that correctly 
analyzes whether the existence of inherent being [namely that of the 
Absolute] is real or not. 
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If it turns out that this knowledge of a Being endowed with inherent 
existence is possible, it then follows that such Being can be thought of to 
exist outside the relative knowledge of relative objects. 

Now, unless we confirm that this Being exists, then all things that are 
the object of relative knowledge become like the son of the sterile 
woman’s dream or the fabled rabbits horn: in other words, we must 
accept that they do not exist at all. 

If we insist on saying that everything can be analyzed only by relative 
knowledge, then even the object analyzed by such knowledge can longer 
be made sense of, because we cannot account for its existence in its real 
condition: then everything becomes illusion that can be compared to the 
imaginary child of the sterile woman. 

If one claims that not everything can be analyzed by relative 
knowledge, we must then acknowledge that the existence of the arising of 
ageregates is not explainable: in other words, we have to deny the 
existence of interdependence. It has to be so, because unless we accept 
that the One who is not interdependent exists, namely the Supreme 
Being who can be analyzed by higher knowledge, the eternal existence of 
interdependence becomes absurd, unless we want acknowledge a way of 
being proper to all the objects of relative knowledge, beyond the 
independent position of the Absolute, a way of being proper of each 
object in its own nature — which is absurd. 

Thus, we must admit the possibility of an analysis outside relative 
knowledge, otherwise the realm of the relative is destroyed and made un- 
intelligible. Then, what would become absurd as well are: the meditation 
of the enlightened ones (arba, because it is based on the knowledge of 
the absolute condition; salvation or attainment of the final end; and the 
analysis of the double truth (i.e., ultimate and conventional). 

In order to explain the arising of things of relative knowledge we are 
left with two options: either accept the idea of a self-arisen Being, or fall 
into nihilism (the belief that nothing exists), and especially in the 
negativity of emptiness and the way it works. 

If we do not accept the knowledge that examines existence of the 
Absolute in its proper condition, we then arrive at the realization that 
knowledge of the relative is more powerful than the knowledge of the 
Absolute. Moreover, the analysis of interdependence and of the cause- 
effect system is interfered with, and the whole system of interdependence 
is contradicted. 

In conclusion: 

1) We must admit that our knowledge can correctly analyze whether 

a Supreme Being endowed with inherent substance exists or not; 
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2) If we do not accept this, we must recognize that relative things 
did not exist from the beginning, and that consequently they 
become un-examinable; 

3) However, since relative things do exist, we must also accept that 
there is also an absolute Supreme Being; 

4) If we deny that all things exist in a relative condition, we wonder 
further away from the perspective of absolute truth; 

5) As we move away from absolute truth, the monastic way of life 
becomes un-intelligible and we no longer understand why 
bodhisattvas meditate on the path of wisdom and why they 
engage in countless sacrifices to attain absolute truth;'”° 

6) At this point it is no longer reasonable to accept that it is possible 
to attain the final end, or the ultimate realization which is nirvana, 
because knowledge of nirvana is knowledge of absolute truth. 

All this, and many other things that I will not mention here, are 

forcefully and clearly explained in the Commentary to Sixty Stanzas of 
Reasoning 


KKK 


Knowledge of absolute truth arises from knowledge of relative truth. 
Together with all intelligent people we must acknowledge a Supreme 
Being whose existence can be known and whose nature be recognized. 
He is worthy of honor and respect; he is unique, incomparable, Absolute, 
and undoubtedly worthy of the offering of our faith. With our bodies, 
voices, and minds, and in full respect for his sublime greatness, with our 
hearts overflowing with joy, we offer him countless praises and honors. 
With our devotion, as we make offerings to him, we honor and worship 
him, and take refuge in him. 


Fourth Argument 


IN THE ABSOLUTE THE ONE AND THE MANY NO LONGER 
EXIST 


126 Tn The Precious Garland, v. 219, Nagarjuna said: “The bodhisattva remains in the 
world for an unlimited time, seeking for the unlimited living beings the unlimited 
qualities of enlightenment, all the while performing unlimited number of virtuous 
acts.” 
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The Absolute is not an interdependent being, here today, gone 
tomorrow. He is free. He exists in an absolute manner and can be known 
by absolute knowledge in his nature and condition. 

The one and only Supreme Being, as I previously explained, is the 
summit of all goodness, greatness and perfection; he is the final end of all 
things. 

In him there is no physical body, in other words, there is no division 
of parts; he is not an aggregate, has no members, or form. He is also one 
in his qualities, which cannot be compared to the seven cases of the 
chariot. 

In Introduction to the Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way we tead the 
following eight verses: 


Everything that exists according to mundane knowledge and that can be 
analyzed through the example of the chariot and its seven cases, turns out to 
be not existing. Thus, a vase, wool, textiles, soldiers, woods, necklaces, trees, 
houses, chariots, aggregates or anything that people have names for, as they 
are understood by them, are acknowledged through such mundane 
knowledge; and so do parts, qualities, add-ons, characteristics, etc. 


Worldly people, who do not know how to employ the analysis of 
ordinary knowledge, see in things various parts and characteristics; for 
instance, a vase is made of parts, it is round, has a long spout, a narrow 
opening, etc. Likewise, people tend to think of the Supreme Being as 
consisting of parts, qualities and characteristics, and in order to deny the 
Supreme Being’s existence refer to the seven cases with which the 
existence of a chariot is excluded. 

However, the one, incomparable Supreme Greatness exists in an 
absolute manner; he can be reflected on by higher knowledge; and his 
nature is the final end of everything, of every greatness, perfection and 
virtue; his virtues and greatness cannot be distinguished from each other, 
because they are one and the same with his nature. 

Some people say that if his perfections are one with his nature or 
essence, when we think of it we should also be able to single out his 
individual perfections, just as when we hold of a flower we perceive at 
once its beautiful form, smell, softness, etc. 

This is not the case when we think about the nature or essence of 
that wonderful Supreme Being. He exists in his own nature; he 
necessarily exists; and he cannot fail to possess great virtues and sublime 
qualities. And yet, when we think about him, even without fully 
comprehending him, we are only able to say that He is the origin of all 
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relative things; that He is infinite power, Omniscient, endowed with 
sublime qualities, without fully realizing what we mean when we make 
such claims. 

Great virtues and qualities are as infinite in him as the drops of water 
in the sea. Many rivers flow into an ocean, and yet it remains one; this is 
the case of all the virtues and perfections of the Supreme Being, which 
are one with his nature. 

If there was no such Being who is one with his perfections and 
virtues, there could be no supreme end. He is all the virtues, qualities, 
perfections, the final end of all things; this is because all his perfections 
are identified with his nature or essence. 

All we have to do is to think of one of his virtues or qualities and we 
will be thinking of him, the wonderful Supreme Being. And if we call his 
virtues with different names, this is our defect owed to our limited and 
finite natures, and not his. Let me use an example to illustrate my point. 

He is like a very tiny atom which cannot be split: I may see around 
him many tiny spaces equal in size. The center, namely the atom, is the 
wonderful Supreme Being; out of him grow in every direction various 
spaces representing his perfections, namely independence, salvation of all 
beings. He is the source of all good things, the final end of all good 
things, etc. 

Thanks to his light, the obstacle of thick darkness is removed; he is 
the cure of human illness replete with suffering; his “hand” pulls those 
who have fallen out of the “mud”; he frees those who have fallen into 
vice and leads them back to the path of virtue; he gives salvation to all 
his faithful. It is He who from the very beginning pulls all things out of 
absolute nothingness, causes them to exist and maintains them in 
existence. 

He is the savior and liberator and satisfies all beings with his qualities 
and ends; he bestows the grace of salvation to all. 

He is the unique wonderful Supreme Being, whose nature is 
existence, who does not depend on the cause-effect system because he is 
without cause. He has always existed because he is eternal, omniscient, 
unlimited in his powers; he can do what he wants and whatever he does, 


127 When he wrote these words, Desideri may have had in mind the words from the 
Lotus Sutra XXIV: “Those who shall keep the name of this Bodhisattva Mahasattva 
Avalokitesvara, young man of good family, will, if they fall into a great mass of fire, 
be delivered therefrom by virtue of the luster of the Bodhisattva Mahasattva. In case, 
young man of good family, creatures, carried off by the current of rivers, should 
implore the Bodhisattva Mahâsattva Avalokitesvara, all rivers will afford them a 
ford.” 
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he keeps it going. He does not regard his enemies as his friends, but he is 
a very fair judge, offering mercy to all people, without discriminating. He 
is like the one sun that enlightens and guides all living beings in the three 
times, past, present and future. He is thought of and praised in countless 
ways, while remaining the same object of worship in his essence. 

Just as that atom may be called with different names and the space 
outside of it be divided into many parts without undergoing any division 
itself, likewise all virtues, greatness and perfections are proper of the 
Supreme Being who does not depend on the cause-effect system, is not 
empty of his nature, who exists and is the common cause of all things, 
creating them all as impermanent and subject to decay and disappearance. 

He is the Omniscient, the Great Compassionate One; he is love 
extended to all, worthy without measure of honor, praise and of being a 
refuge for all. He is the incomparable and un-definable unique Lord. 

He is the sacred and supreme end of all; the one who gives 
perfection to virtues, who can be defined in countless ways, but whose 
essence remains one. 

Therefore, we must believe with full trust that all virtues, greatness, 
perfections are to be identified with the nature of the wonderful Supreme 
Being. Thus, all intelligent persons, having overcome the obstacle of 
sectarianism, must recognize him as the Supreme Being, in whom all 
virtues, perfections, greatness and ends are one and the same with his 
essence. 

I myself, filled with faith in Him, the one worthy Lord, the only one 
worthy of our offerings, with my mind, body and voice, and with infinite 
joy in my heart, offer my praise and my whole self to him, as I respect, 
admire and worship him. 


Fifth argument 


THE DENIAL OF THE FOUR TYPES OF ARISING CANNOT BE 
SUSTAINED 


Observations concerning self-arising, arising from others and from both 


In the first chapter of The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way we 
read these verses: “Neither from itself nor from another, nor from both, 
nor without a cause does anything whatever, anywhere arise.” In 
Introduction to the Middle Way we read: “If we admit arising without a cause, 
seeds would be produced ad infinitum.” In this way the four types of 
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arising, namely self-arising, arising from others, arising from both, and 
arising without a cause, are denied. 

Those who deny these four types of arising deny existence itself, 
which is ludicrous. For if there is no existence from self, from others, 
from both, or without a cause, the consequence is that there should never 
be any arising at all. And yet even if one denies these four types of 
arising, he cannot deny the existence of all things: he cannot possibly 
deny that all things lack inherent being, as the followers of Madhyamika 
claim, and that therefore all things are dependent. And if they are 
dependent, they must depend on something else according to the law of 
cause-effect, and therefore they must admit that they do arise indeed. 

We read in Four Hundred Stanzas: “That which exists in dependence 
of something does not become independent. All things are dependent, 
therefore substance does not exist.” And the Commentary to Four Hundred 
Stanzas says: “One who has substance does not depend on others as far 
as his condition, nature and freedom are concerned: he is self-arisen and 
does not belong to the interdependent network. On the contrary, all 
things, as they consist of aggregates, are interdependent; and if they 
depend on some other thing, because they arise in dependence of the 
cause-effect system, they do not become independent.” 

Therefore, it follows that if we have to accept the arising of all things 
in dependence on the law of cause-effect, we must admit that the entire 
network of things did not exist at first, since it is not possible for it to be 
eternal, otherwise we cannot account for its arising, as we read in 
Introduction to Madhyamika: “What has already arisen cannot arise again, 
otherwise the arising of the plant should never occur.” 

Therefore, we must accept that anything that arises cannot come to 
us from infinite times, in which case we must admit the eternal existence 
of Another, from the beginning, when none of the things that arrive to us 
through the process of arising still did not exist. 

This Another who exists from infinite time cannot have arisen; even 
though he never arose we cannot deny his existence, because such 
existence is proper of his nature, namely to be without arising. He is the 
wonderful Supreme Being, incomparable, the one and only Lord whose 
nature is to be without arising. He is without a cause and not liable to the 
cause-effect system which he himself brought into being. He exists, must 
exist, and cannot not exist; if he exists outside the cause-effect system it is 
because his nature is to exist. 

In regard to arising without a cause, we tread in Introduction to 
Madhyamika: “Tf it is possible to arise without a cause, then anything can 
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arise anywhere. There could be hundreds of seeds arising everywhere 
without anything being done to cause them to.” 

If we accept the idea that it is possible to arise without a cause 
[namely without the law of cause-effect] then everybody and everything 
in the world would have fruits without any causes, without karma, 
because anything would be liable to arise anywhere. Moreover, there 
would be no need to point out that there was no cause, because a thing’s 
existence would be everywhere and at all times; it would also not be liable 
to change, because it would be the same from all time; thus, what exists 
in its own nature could never change and become something else. 

Interdependent things, though they did not always exist, do indeed 
exist and are necessary to relative knowledge; in fact, since they did not 
exist from all time and none of them existed before the beginning of 
time, they would not exist today either was it not because of a Supreme 
Being, who has always existed due to his nature, and who is not subject 
to arising according to the cause-effect system. 

If we do not admit this we would fall into another absurdity, namely 
that since things exist we would have to accept that they exist from all 
time without a cause; thus, they would have to arise spontaneously all 
together and in every place, and therefore all the efforts brought by the 
causes to produce effects would be rendered meaningless. 

On the contrary, just as it is not pointless to start a fire and ignite a 
lamp in order to get some light even when the sun shines in every 
direction, likewise, even though the unique, incomparable, wonderful 
supreme Lord exists in his own nature, all the efforts all over the world 
brought by causes to produce effects are not useless. 


Observations concerning arising without a cause 


In reply to the above mentioned text from The Fundamental Wisdom of 
the Middle Way, namely that if there was no cause everything would arise 
everywhere, I claim that this is contradictory chatter. 

Let us take the example of a deaf-mute who wants to curse and 
insult someone. In his mind there are the ideas of the insults, but since he 
does not know how to talk he makes guttural sounds; those who argue 
along the lines of this text remind me of such deaf-mute, as they have in 
their minds some valid thoughts and yet they do not know how to 
express themselves. And just as those who listen to that deaf-mute are 
only able to understand that he is angry and that he is expressing his 
upsetness by making guttural sounds, likewise those who hear the words 
of this text experience them as mere chatter. 
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It is logical to say that we can examine the cause of beings that have 
arisen, but how can we examine the cause of the One who has always 
existed in his own nature, without ever arising and being caused? 

Just as it not possible to accept that there isn’t any existing being that 
has arisen without a cause, likewise we must admit that it is possible to 
reason that there is a unique, incomparable Lord, not arisen, un-caused; 
the defect in logic would be to say that he is self-existent and yet arisen 
from a cause. 

Going back to what I was saying, it is empty talk to suggest that he 
who exists without a cause arises as complete everywhere. It is not an 
intelligent question to ask from what seed a seedless plant arises and 
grows, when we should rather ask: where can this seedless plant be 
found? And if such one exists, all of them may exist as well. 

I will explain my thought with an example. In a desert place without 
inhabitants, a child who has had no peers, begins to talk and speaks, for 
example, in Tibetan. It seems logical, if these were indeed the 
circumstances he was in, that this child could speak any and all languages: 
Mongolian, Chinese, Sanskrit, Kashmiri, and even Western languages. 
For the same reason, if we accept that there can be One who exists 
without arising, without being subject to the law of cause-effect, we must 
admit that it is possible for us to know about his existence without 
knowing his cause. 

In conclusion, it is not proper of intelligent persons to say that if we 
admit that there is a being without a cause, then thing can exist anywhere. 

To exist without a cause is a deep truth and I symbolically threw a 
stone in this “lake” to discern its depth: and yet it is a logical truth I am 
discussing here. Through reasoned discourse I have attempted to prove 
its existence and I am deeply thankful those who have followed so far the 
unfolding of my reasoning. 

The reason of the existence of that incomparable unique Being, who 
cannot not-be, and who is wonderful, supreme, self-existent, not arisen, 
and un-caused, is the fact that his nature and proper condition is 
existence itself. 

If this Being exists, all the virtues, great qualities, perfections and 
ends must exist in him: all these qualities have their reason of existing in 
his essence, which consists of being without a cause. It is therefore 
dutiful to acknowledge all these perfections in the One who is unique, 
incomparable, supreme, existing in his own nature, not arisen, unborn, 
uncaused: this is the pure truth, and an object of reflection for human 
reason. 
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Two coins may belong to different realms and have different value, 
but what they have in common is that they are both made of metal, 
copper, gold or silver. 

The same applies to the meaning of the attributes that we 
acknowledge in the Supreme Being, such as his greatness. Many things 
can be great, but the greatness of the Supreme Being does not suffer 
comparison, because he exists in his own nature, is not caused, and 
because of this he possesses all perfections and sublime qualities. The 
same can be said of his knowledge that comprehends and sees all things 
as present, without obstacles, just as they are and how many they are, 
both existing and already passed away. 

He is light, supreme light outside every darkness and shadow. Thus, 
he who alone is worthy of offerings, praise, respect, without peers, un- 
explainable, wonderful Supreme Being, because of his exalted condition 
is all the virtues, qualities, perfections, beyond and outside their 
opposites, and thus exempt from all defects and deficiencies. 

In The Hundred Fifty Verses of Praises we read the following words: “He 
who does not have defects, absolutely and from the beginning possesses 
forever every good quality. If such a being exists we may take refuge in 
him, praise and venerate him.” 

Interdependent things echo their condition and greatness from the 
greatness and condition of their cause: in the same way, all the 
perfections and qualities of the only One worthy of praise, the Supreme 
Being, repeat their condition and greatness from his unique essence and 
nature, which is self-caused and also the wonderful first cause and origin 
of all things. 

You Tibetans say that all things are empty; have no substance; are 
empty of their existence and of their qualities: and since they do not 
enjoy an absolute condition, they are not plumbed by ordinary knowledge 
nor seen by the wisdom of the enlightened ones (arha/). Truth is, all 
things are a reflection of the condition and compassion of that Supreme 
Being, and therefore, even though empty and nothing in themselves, 
because they exist in the relative condition, they are an unavoidable 
reflection of the Supreme Being. 


KKK 


The greatness of the Supreme Being is present everywhere because it 
has no limits, and is the opposite of “what is not” in all times. Thus, it is 
clear that it had to exist always in all places and times, since He is always 
the same in virtue of his uncaused nature. 
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If the vital principle we call consciousness or mind is indestructible 
like the diamond that is not worn out and is able to last forever, much 
more so that Supreme Being will never be able not to exist, as he exists in 
his nature, unborn, uncaused. He is eternal due to his condition of not 
having arisen: He is eternal and unchanging as we gather from a passage 
of Char Words: “That which exists due to his own nature cannot not exist, 
and is therefore eternal.” And also: “He of whom it is said that he exists 
of his own nature cannot undergo change and thus cannot not exist.” 

It is therefore pointless to deny his existence or to look for defects in 
him, because he is the only Supreme Being, self-existent, without limits of 
space and time, and perfect in his greatness. 

It is precisely because He is perfect in everything and does not know 
limits in every one of his perfections that he is eternal, omniscient and it 
must be excluded that anyone may compete with him: He is unique and 
we must admit that there is no one else worthy of offering and refuge, 
and capable of instructing us. 


Conclusion 


We will never be able to define that unique Lord, worthy of offering, 
worship, and refuge, the unthinkable, incomparable, unexplainable, 
ineffable Supreme Being. 

Just as the body may grow during its development phase, or diminish 
in the course of an illness, though its vital principle remains the same, in 
the same way everything is liable to change, but the Supreme Being never 
changes: he is always the same in his nature, always perfect and eternal in 
all his perfections. Just as it is typical of man, in his nature, not to emit 
sounds but to talk in an articulate manner, in the same way it is typical of 
the Supreme Being to be perfect in all his great qualities, in his nature, in 
other words due to the fact that his perfections are part of, and intrinsic 
to his nature: he is unchanging in his nature, self-existent, unborn, un- 
caused. Thus, let any and all intelligent persons who are not plagued by 
sectarianism know and acknowledge that such Lord, the Supreme Being, 
really exists, so that faith in him may arise in their hearts. 

To him, who fills my mind with sublime thoughts, I tribute infinite 
praise and honor with my heart filled with joy, as I worship and adore 
him with a pure heart, voice and mind. 
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Sixth argument 


SUMMARY OF THE PREVIOUS FIVE ARGUMENTS 


I must emphasize these three points: 


1) The Supreme Being is the self-existent One Lord. 

2) Consequences that Tibetans must draw from this. 

3) Considerations on the three systems: Hinayana, Mahayana and 
Christian doctrine. 


First point: The Supreme Being is the One Lord, self-existent. 


I am addressing people who understand the meaning of words. If 
we claim that the Supreme Being is truly empty, namely that he has no 
substance, logically we must deny his real existence. In this case the 
analysis of ordinary knowledge, which is outside the Independent, is 
useless, because such knowledge derives from the network of 
interdependence. According to this knowledge, such Being, not having 
arisen according to any of the four types of arising? and not having 
been produced, does not exist whether he be one or manifold. 

Such reasoning is fitting for every independent object, and when it is 
applied to the Supreme Being makes him looks empty and thus without a 
substance; therefore, He who exists and cannot not-exist, who is the One 
non-interdependent Lord, does not appear to be beyond and above 
interdependence. Also, it does not appear to be absolute truth that He 
cannot be known by ordinary knowledge and that He is unique due to all 
the perfections of his nature, most stable, supreme, eternal and 
independent from the cause-effect system. 

Because He is thought to be empty and without a substance, we read 
in The Dispeller of Disputes. “If substance-less things are refuted by 
something substance-less, when what is substance-less is abandoned 
substance would be established.” Due to the fact that the existence of 
emptiness is denied because there is no substance, one ends up admitting 
the existence of substance. In this case, it turns out that there is a self- 
produced substance, and in particular that the One Supreme Lord exists, 
and it is not possible for Him not to exist. 

Thus, from the denial of emptiness as not having its own substance, 


128 See Footnote n. 87. 
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in other words, by considering that emptiness does not have its own 
natute, we come to admit that He who is not-empty, has his own self- 
produced nature. 


Second point: Consequences that Tibetans must draw from this. 


The explanation given has been according to the Tibetan words, 
arguments, definitions and perspectives found in your texts. According to 
your methods of logic, both direct and indirect, and by equating the 
concept to be confirmed with the way to confirm it,'” it turns out that 
the unique One Lord really exists, because it is not possible for him not 
to exist. 

You, however, still believing according to your logic and perspective 
that nothing can be inferred about his nature, do not acknowledge the 
duty to pay him homage with the respect and heart-filled faith that are 
due to him because He is the One Supreme Lord, incomparable, 
independent, absolute, self-existent. 

Just as in Mathematics numbers two and three presuppose number 
one, so that if there was no number one, neither would numbets two and 
three exist, likewise, if there was no self-existent sacred Supreme Being 
there would not be other aggregates either, namely all things that exist 
without inherent being. Thus, if we admit these aggregates exist, we must 
consequently admit that there is a holy Supreme Being. 

This way of reasoning is also found in your Tibetan texts. For 
instance, in The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way XIII, 7, we read 
these verses: “If there were even a trifle nonempty, emptiness itself 
would be but a trifle. But not even a trifle is nonempty. How could 
emptiness be an entity?” 

Thus, without adducing any interpretation, and according to the 
literal sense of the words, as we follow your direct and indirect logic, all 
your texts say that if one who is not empty and self-caused does not 
exist, then nothing should exist that is not produced from his own nature. 
According to logic, therefore, we must automatically and unavoidably 
admit that there exists one who is not empty of inherent being because 
there exists one who is empty of inherent being. 

We must therefore logically and automatically believe in the existence 
of a Supreme Lord, worthy of offering, refuge, honor, peerless, 
unthinkable, ineffable, eternal, holy, absolute, independent, whose 
nature’s characteristic is to be self-caused. 


12 See Footnote n. 91. 
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Unless we want to specifically deny the existence of things - and I do 
not think any Tibetan is willing to do this - there is no reason to deny the 
existence of that Supreme Being, who is independent of the cause-effect 
system, not liable to change or disappearing because he is eternal, who 
cannot not exist and has all perfections. 

All this flows from your logic. 


Third point: Considerations on three systems: Hinayana, Mahayana and Christian 
doctrine. 


The followers of Hinayana teach the existence of all material things. 
The followers of Mahayana teach the inexistence of all natural things. 
Christian doctrine teaches that nothing is self-caused and that above all 
things there is one Supreme Lord, who is peerless, self-caused, most high, 
and the object of analysis of the wise men who have found him and 
persevere in this truth. 

Based on what I have said so far, the followers of Hinayana are right 
on one account, but wrong on all others; the followers of Mahayana are 
wrong on one account, but right on all others; the followers of Christian 
doctrine, which is pure, without defects, errors and contradictions, and 
blessing those who accept it, are right on all accounts. 

Because of this, Christian doctrine must be meditated upon with 
faith and love by all intelligent persons who are not plagued by the 
darkness of sectarianism. If anyone denies this third point, namely my 
Christian doctrine, I will reply that in it there is no defect to be rectified. 
In order to demonstrate that there is no valid reason to contradict it, I 
have made known to the Tibetan scholars, in your own language, a name 
worthy of respect, that of the unique Supreme Lord, who is holy, 
absolute and self-existent. 

So far we have covered a lot of ground. Someone may still say: logic 
demonstrates that there cannot not-be a unique, independent Supreme 
Being, but it still does not demonstrate that he exists. And yet, the 
confirmation that he exists is the very demonstration that he cannot not- 
exist: if we demonstrate that he cannot not be, it is because he is. For 
instance, if I can logically demonstrate that there is an unbreakable vase 
that cannot be shattered, it is so because such vase exists; the same is true 
of the Supreme Being. If we demonstrate logically that he has to exist, 
we must also accept that he does exist indeed. 

There are two types of logic: one based on the senses, which is 
relative, and one based on reason, which is absolute; both types of logic 
may be direct, indirect or based on the authority of texts reputed to be 


277 


free of errors. 

The logic of the senses, or relative logic, is certainly unable to find 
the Absolute, because that Supreme Lord is beyond and outside the realm 
of sensible things. Such method of knowing through the senses is limited 
to sensible, material things, and that unique Lord has no body or form; in 
him there is nothing that can be apprehended through taste, smell, touch 
or sight, and therefore he cannot be the object of sensible knowledge. 
Consequently, the existence of this Lord cannot be demonstrated 
through sensible, relative knowledge; nor can his existence be 
demonstrated either on the basis of texts reputed to be free of error, 
firstly because you Tibetans do not know this method of attaining 
knowledge, and secondly because this standard of truth is not accepted 
by everybody. 


First consideration 


We must therefore rely on the logic of absolute reason, both direct 
and indirect. 

To say that the Absolute does not exist because it is not known 
through ordinary knowledge, amounts to say that fire does not exist 
because there is currently no wood available to be burnt; that one who is 
intent on watching does not exist because there is nothing to see; or that 
an object of knowledge does not exist because knowledge does not 
comprehend it. This way of reasoning is erroneous because it denies 
value to knowledge. 

There is a path for those who aim at attaining “supreme 
enlightenment,” consisting in abandonment and renunciation to all things 
ot objects of knowledge.’”’ However, this does not negate per se the 
existence of an object of thought. If one who follows this path decides 
to steal something, but then does not, his thought, though not carried 
out, is still an object of knowledge; in the same way, even something that 
is denied by knowledge could exist. 

So, according to what logic can we rightfully say the One Supreme 
Being exists? If we examine all existing things we do not find him among 
them; however, if we dispassionately examine the aggregates, we discover 
that He exists, the same way that by examining separately various 


130 Tn order to attain enlightenment, and thus freedom from the cycle of birth and 
rebirth (samsara), one must let go of everything, whether material things, desires or 
even thoughts, including desire to attain nirvana and the thought of being able to 
attain it in this or next lifetimes. 
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reflections, we eventually arrive at a real body, which is not a reflection 
itself, but rather the source of all of them. 

When we shoot an arrow at a target, we may not hit the bullseye, but 
it does not mean that it is not there. The same can be said about those 
who seek the Absolute through relative knowledge and do not find him: 
the Absolute really exists, though we must look for him in a different way. 

All the things that surround us are empty of inherent being and exist 
because they depended on something else that produced them: how is it 
possible to seek among them the One who is self-caused and does not 
depend on others? 

Ordinary knowledge does not recognize him, but the logic of 
knowledge demonstrates his existence. 

In order for the logic of knowledge to arrive at the conclusion that 
He exists, it must be calm and at peace, for it is proper of passions to 
agitate the mind and prevent the correct use of reason. Passions are like a 
wild horse that cannot be made to go in the right direction unless it is 
first tamed and a bit is placed in its mouth; in like manner, if the mind is 
at peace it can reflect and thus attain the truth. 

Another example comes to us from the senses: if an organ is afflicted 
by some disease, it percetves a condition of reality that is different from 
reality itself. 

Just as a scale, if it is defective, does not distinguish between a heavy 
and a light object, but if it works perfectly it is sensible to the slightest 
added weight, likewise a defective mind does not differentiate between 
emptiness and non-emptiness; permanent from impermanent; real from 
illusory; but a mind free from passions comprehends what is non-empty, 
permanent and perfectly worthy of trust, who has no body-form nor is 
comparable to anything else. In this way, a clear mind recognizes and 
attains the knowledge of the incomparable and unique Lord, the supreme 
perfection, the ultimate end, the source of supreme joy and bliss. 

The goldsmith knows how to purify gold and silver with fire and 
water without ruining them, and thus fashions precious ornaments out of 
them. In the same way, those who retain a pure mind that is free from the 
obstacle of passions, and work mightily without distractions and laziness, 
overcome the obstacle of the impurity of concepts and worldly 
perception of the aggregates and their qualifications; such people attain 
He who is Independent, self-caused, who must exist because it is not 
possible for him not to. He is the Supreme Being, who can be 
contemplated with perfect logic and increasingly known through faith, 
trust and respect; He is the source, following our death, of everlasting 
and true peace. 
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Second consideration 


Relative knowledge is incomplete and therefore can be imperfect. 
Unless they are assisted by logic, our senses may deceive us: for instance, 
a person who is cross-eyed sees two moons. 

Therefore, sight can be real or unreal according to the clarity of our 
eyes. Once sensations occur, the mind’s perceptions take over, though 
they can still be worldly, meaning they may be considered by relative 
knowledge true and their opposite “false.” Thus, relative knowledge can 
be correct or incorrect, true or false. 

A reflection and an echo are unreal, but in the mind of ignorant 
people they appear to be as real as other sensations. 


Third consideration 


There are eighteen circumstances or conditions in which the subject 
and the object of knowledge can be found: eyes, sight, and awareness of 
sight; ear, sound, and awareness of hearing; nose, smell, and awareness of 
smell; tongue, taste, and awareness of taste; body, touch, and awareness 
of touch; mind, thought, and awareness of the mind. 

Knowledge perceives each of these objects as characteristic or 
symbolic. For instance, sound and taste, etc. are characteristic, but those 
objects with which the mind does not come into direct contact are taken 
as symbols. This can happen in seven different ways: 

1) The mind perceives an object even though at that precise 

moment the characteristic object is not directly present [memory] 

2) The mind may imagine something from a different perception; 
thus, for instance, when one sees in a bright room the sun’s rays, 
the mind may imagine the sun that is not directly seen; or, when 
seeing smoke coming out of a roof, it may imagine the fire that is 
not immediately seen. 

3) The mind may perceive the opposite of a real thing that it 
perceives: when seeing a fire, it thinks of water needed to put it 
out. 

4) The mind, upon seeing an object may imagine yet another: for 
instance, when seeing a seed that is planted in the ground, it 
thinks of the fruit that will be harvested. 

5) The mind may create the idea of something never seen before, 


280 


following some explanations. The never-seen-before ocean may 
be known through an apt description [imagination]. 

6) The mind does not experience something directly, but 
experiences it through past perceptions: thus one imagines the 
pain that one endures after being burnt [sympathy]. 

7) The mind of a person who has known many things directly may 
get an indirect idea of things never known before [inference]. 


The analysis of these different ways of perceiving objects as 
symbols, namely through other realities, helps us conceive the possibility 
of knowing the existence of He who is self-caused, the unique and 
incomparable Lord, who possesses all qualities. Since He does not have 
body, taste, touch, he is not the object of ordinary knowledge of 
characteristic objects, but rather of knowledge of objects comprehended 
as symbols, namely those objects with which the mind does not come 
into direct contact. 

Thus, even though the incomparable Supreme Being is not the 
object of the direct comprehension typical of relative knowledge, He is 
the object of indirect comprehension, proper of relative knowledge. 


Fourth consideration 


This consideration concerns the word “authentic” and the logic 
behind it. Just as one who has no idea of what an ocean is does not know 
whether it is salty or not, likewise a person who does not know the word 
“authentic” cannot comprehend the logic of it. 

The term “authentic, trustworthy” applied to a thing means that it is 
trustworthy because it is based on a pure foundation, which is neither 
erroneous nor false, but rather stable and reliable. The support of what is 
authentic and trustworthy must be stable, otherwise we could not rely on 
it and end up stumbling on it like a blind man falling as a result of leaning 
on another blind person who is about to fall himself. 

“Authentic and trustworthy” can only be the One who is all-knowing 
and therefore impossible to deceive, the only pure being who cannot and 
does not deceive. These perfections in one who is “authentic, 
trustworthy” must be present as a result of his own nature: this is the 
only way we can be guaranteed the stability of authenticity and never be 
in danger of regretting placing all our trust in him. 

Thus, only the Supreme Being, who is purity personified, who 
cannot and does not deceive because of who he is, and who is 
incomparable, is the only Lord whom we perceive as “authentic, 
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trustworthy.” 

Just as the sun, which is great and wonderful, appears before our 
eyes and does not reflect any other star’s light, the same is true of the 
supreme, incomparable Lord: he does not appear to our minds as 
“authentic” because of or thanks to other religious faiths, but only in 
virtue of his “authentic” and stable word, as it is presented to our 
conscience. 

Just as after an illness the eyes are healed and one can see the sun 
brighter and more beautiful than ever before, likewise, after abandoning 
wrong perceptions, those who open their minds to the religious doctrine 
of Christian missionaries and their holy books are able to understand the 
term “authentic, worthy of trust;” it is in such people that faith in the 
unique, incomparable, self-caused Lord arises, and they will develop a 
respectful attitude towards him. 

His existence is not established through direct logic as if one was to 
light a lamp in a dark room; however, even though he is not evident to 
direct logic, one cannot say that He doesn’t exist. One who has never 
traveled outside Tibet knows about the ocean only after hearing its 
description in trustworthy accounts; however, if a person was to travel 
outside Tibet, Nepal and India, he would have a direct experience of the 
ocean. 

Likewise, in this life we know about this unique, supreme Lord only 
through trustworthy words or indirect logic: following this life, if we have 
lived a right life, this Lord will make himself known to us in a direct way. 

The fruit of good and positive actions yields a positive outcome, 
which is none other than the Lord himself, who is our ultimate end. Since 
his great qualities and perfections are produced by his own nature, they 
ate one with it, and are as infinite as his nature itself. 

All this though, until we go beyond this life, can be verified only 
through “authentic” and “trustworthy” logic, though indirect. Therefore, 
it makes no sense to say He who is self-caused is empty, and has no 
substance. I have already said that all created things, the aggregates that 
arose and are dependent, who came into existence at a given moment, 
have not always existed but before they existed nothing existed. 

If we do not accept that an “Other” existed, then all dependent 
things could not have come into existence and today nothing should 
exist. Instead, since things exist but are empty of their own nature, which 
is to say, naturally impermanent, we need to posit the existence of a 
unique, incomparable, supreme, self-caused Lord. 

So far I have clarified any standing issues, removed doubts through 
negation, and confirmed affirmation for those who, having set aside the 


282 


obstacle of sectarianism, are willing to listen to my arguments with 


attention and open-mindedness. 
040K 


If you do not benefit from these arguments your mind is not able to 
understand the Christian faith: you are like a merchant who traveled to 
the island where the fabled jewel is located, but goes back home empty- 
handed.” 

If you do not understand the supreme reality that is not empty, even 
if you were to understand the emptiness of all things, you are like a horse 
that goes off track or like a passenger boarding a coach that has only one 
wheel. 

If you remove all obstacles” in order to understand the emptiness 
of all things and do not pay attention to him who is not-empty, you are 
like one who shoots an arrow without knowing where the target is. 

By interpreting existence as a dream, if you do not understand the 
existence of the one Supreme Lord, this dream of yours remains un- 
explained and a pointless frustration. 

You may kill all monstrous creatures that live in the sea, but if the 
boat is without a pilot it remains stuck on the waves; in the same way, you 
may throw away all your food as spoiled and poisonous, but without food 
you cannot survive. 

Sugarcane has a bark and an inner part, just as in existence there is 
emptiness and non-emptiness; the bark of the sugarcane is empty, and 
has no substance, but the flavor is found inside of it. One who eats the 
bark of the sugarcane does not taste sweetness; the emptiness of all 
things is like the bark, while its sweetness is the one self-caused Lord. 

Having abandoned the illusion of emptiness, think and joyfully 
meditate on the Non-Empty. To experience reality merely as aggregates is 
like putting on patched-up clothes. 

To merely desire to renounce all attachments and hatred is like taking 
off one’s clothes and walking around naked; to love and to respect the 
Lord who is non-empty is like putting on clothes adorned with jewels. 

These jewels are for Tibetan wise men who use them to adorn their 


131 The equivalent in Asian folklore, of the Gospel’s “Pearl of Great Price” (Mt 13). 
132 To remove all obstacles to the full understanding of sunyata means to mature the 
conviction, through meditation, that everything without exception is phenomenon, 
mere appearance, impermanent and transient, and therefore not ultimately valuable. 
133 An allusion to two paths of asceticism: the Buddhist one, whose goal is nirvana or 
extinction of craving, and the Christian one, whose goal is beholding God in fullness 
of life and joy. 
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heads. 


This treatise was finished on June 21", 1718, feast of the Blessed 
Luigi Gonzaga." 


134 Desideri began writing this treatise on November 28, 1717. 


